Droll thing life is -- 

that mysterious arrangement of 

merciless logic for a futile purpose. 

The most you can hope from it is some knowledge of 
yourself that comes too late -- 

a crop of unextinguishable regrets. 

I have wrestled with death. 

It is the most unexciting contest you can imagine. 
It takes place in an impalpable greyness, 

with nothing underfoot, with nothing around, 
without spectators, without clamor, 

without glory, without the great desire of victory, 
without the fear of defeat, 

in a sickly atmosphere of tepid skepticism, 
without much belief in your own right, 

and still less in that of your adversary. 

If such is the form of ultimate wisdom, then 

life is a greater riddle 

than some of us think it to be. 


Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness 
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A few months back, PANOS South Asia offered us two— 
Prakriti K.C. and Manish Gautam—an opportunity to get to know 
some people who had contracted HIV/AIDS and to present their 
stories in their own words to readers like you. 

Once we started working, we had new and varied experiences 
daily. We encountered situations that were far beyond what we 
could ever imagine. As a result of our experiences, our pre- 
conceived notions about HIV/AIDS began to change. Thus, besides 
presenting the oral testimonies of the 14 HIV/AIDS people, we 
felt it would perhaps help the reader if we also submitted our 
own personal testimonials regarding this work. 

We understood from the very beginning, of course, that AIDS 
is not just a health issue but that it also has economic and social 
ramifications. During the course of our work, as we met more 
people, talked with HIV/AIDS-infected people, we realised that 
this is also a humanitarian problem for our society. For example, 
we had to accept that in many situations, words such as 
“awareness,” “socio-economic status,’ “self-reliance” can be 
completely meaningless. We questioned the premise that 
education, money, and awareness of issues make a person 
independent and secure. For when we spoke with HIV positive 
people belonging to the upper and middle classes, we discovered 
that there was a greater sense of hopelessness, insecurity, and 
dissatisfaction among them. Middle and upper class women, 
especially, were powerless even though outwardly they seemed 
modern, confident, and secure. 

Sudha (page 22) is one such example. She is a victim not 
only of AIDS but also of our society’s age-old customs and 
traditions. Not only are Nepali women suffering from illiteracy 
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and economic dependency, but many of our cherished ancient 
customs and traditions themselves discriminate against women. 
Even the image of ideal man and woman in our society that 1s 
portrayed directly or indirectly to our children is false. How our 
society defines a person of upstanding character is misleading, 
and, above all else, our educational system must accept the blame 
for imparting values that are fundamentally flawed. 

The example of Rama (page 82) clearly show society's deep— 
seated wrongs. After Rama was sexually exploited by her own 
employer, a member of the Police, his wife blamed her and threw 
her out of the house even though Rama was sick. She was too 
preoccupied with her family’s status in the society to ever question 
her own husband’s conduct—and fearful that dishonour would 
desecrate her home and family, should the actual truth of what 
happened to Rama be revealed. 

We couldn’t help but feel enraged when we learned that the 
in-laws of Jyoti (page 52) and Sarita (page 34) did not hesitate to 
exploit these women’s tender emotions and destroy their lives in 
order to save their sons from drug abuse. As for Laxmi, (page 4) 
when she complained about her abusive husband, her mother 
explained that a husband is like a god and that she must respect 
and obey him regardless. The fact that a girl studying in class ten 
did not possess basic information about AIDS indicates that our 
educational system is woefully behind the times. 

We do not claim that these 14 individuals with HIV/AIDS 
represent all infected Nepalis. However, based on our meetings 
and conversations with them, we came to the conclusion that in 
most cases, women contracted HIV/AIDS from their men. Our 
society expects—if not encourages—men to uphold that dubious 
tradition of “machismo” whereby a man must be ready and willing 
to try any and everything at least once. Unfortunately, men’s 
wanton acts not only perpetuate the exploitation and degradation 
of women but, in this day and age, have fatal consequences. The 
policeman’s sexual misbehaviour towards the girl-child Rama, 
Sharan’s multiple girlfriends, Sudha’s husband’s extra-marital 
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affairs, and Laxmi’s husband’s boasts of his visits to the brothels 
in India are all examples of men blindly and destructively 
exercising their “right” to be a "Man". And they appear to be 
unconcerned that their lust may in fact, extinguish the lives of 
those women whom they love. Besides such heedless behaviour, 
poverty, superstition, broken homes, a marriage-centered value 
system, teen-lifestyle, peer pressure, all emerge as elements of 
society's AIDS saga. 

It is tragic too that in our society, it is customary to suppress 
or deny anything that the society at large considers improper and 
unacceptable. For example, even though the reality is that many 
indulge in extra-marital affairs, society insists that only a few 
immoral wayward types sleep with women other than their wives. 
Polite society wants to believe that HIV/AIDS is prevalent only 
among the women who have returned from the brothels of 
Bombay, men who travel abroad, or drug addicts. The rest fall 
under the false assumption that since they do not belong to these 
categories, they are safe. But we assert that because of these 
denials and false assumptions, HIV/AIDS is raging and beginning 
to consume this very flimsy fabric of pious morality. 

All one needs to do is stroll around Ratna Park in Kathmandu 
and talk to women who are selling their bodies and men who pay 
them for that brief and, perhaps fatal, liaison. Indeed, our own 
open streets have replaced the busy brothels of Bombay. 
Meanwhile, society continues to pretend that marriages are 
sacred, loving, and monogamous, ignoring the stark and 
unappetising truth that sexual promiscuity is more prevalent than 
people are prepared accept. 

There are other sexually transmitted diseases and there are 
other illnesses that cannot be cured, but the image of AIDS as an 
incurable, deadly disease has made the lives of people with AIDS 
even more difficult and tragic. People with HIV/AIDS are reluctant 
to seek shelter and support among family and friends because 
the public perception is that only immoral people become 
infected. Those who belong to the upper class and caste and have 
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contracted HIV/AIDS keep it secret because they cannot afford to 
dishonour their family and lose their status in the society. As for 
the poor, it is not just AIDS that is killing them, but their daily 
grinding poverty. A wealthy person with HIV/AIDS can expect to 
live long if he does the right things. A poor person with HIV 
hastens to his death. 

When we first started our work, we assumed that there must 
be thousands of cases of HIV/AIDS, they would be easy to find. 
And we expected to complete our work within a matter of weeks. 
However, to our surprise, neither the government no non- 
government agencies were able to help us in our task. 
Momentarily, we thought that surely the media had exaggerated 
the epidemic because we had trouble locating people with HIV. 
When we inquired among various organisations, we were asked 
how would they benefit if they helped us. And we noticed that 
many orgainsations appeared most interested in only those women 
who had returned or were rescued from the brothels of India. 
They seemed unaware or unconcerned about HIV/AIDS cases 
among housewives, drug addicts, or people such as poverty- 
Stricken Ram (page 104). We also realised that there were 
very few rehabilitation or support centers available for those 
with HIV/AIDS. 

We were heartened, however, to discover that certain popular 
but negative attitudes concerning HIV positive people were untrue. 
For example, in our survey, we didn’t find a single person with 
AIDS who, knowing he was infected, wanted to willfully infect 
others. Similarly, the news that AIDS-infected people were 
pricking others with dirty needles in movie theatres and crowded 
places turned out to be a hateful rumour. During our work, we 
didn’t meet a single person who had HIV/AIDS who admitted to 
harboring such a demonic fantasy. On the contrary, we were 
repeatedly told by them that all they wanted to do now was to 
live as long and healthy a life as possible. Self-preservation was 
So paramount to them that the thought of deliberately harming 
others was very far from their thoughts. 
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When reading these testimonies, some readers may feel that 
the interviewees lied about or exaggerated their situations. It was 
clear to us that especially some of the men wanted to present 
themselves in the best possible light. But even though we were 
aware of some of these exaggerations and even the tone of self- 
righteousness, we have not altered their testimonies. We found 
cases of HIV/AIDS everywhere in our society—among the very 
upper classes and castes, well-to-do housewives, the illiterate 
working class, from rural and urban areas. And a person or two 
also from that subterranean world of Nepali homosexuals. But 
their stories were not ready to have their stories recorded for 
publication. 

During the interviews we also learned a lot about the 
relationship between doctors and people with HIV. It is our 
impression that most health workers have very little information 
about HIV/AIDS—if any—and, as a result, the patients suffer 
needlessly. It is therefore very important to provide accurate and 
relevant AIDS-related information to health workers. 

For a long time now, Nepalis have discussed the importance 
of providing sex education in our schools. Although in limited 
numbers, there are officially-approved texts and educational tools 
available. But we seem unable to make a discernible impact on 
students and others who need to understand very clearly that they 
must change their behaviour patterns if they and their partners 
are to be free from the risk of AIDS. We see an urgent need to 
establish official or unofficial centers where young people can 
go without fear to seek accurate, unbiased answers regarding 
sex and related health matters. Another method of counselling is 
to set up a telephone hotline where anyone may call anonymously 
for answers to questions. Such centers of information, can slow 
the spread of HIV/AIDS and our people, especially the younger 
generation, will be safer and healthier. 

Of course, there are those who condemn public discussions 
of sexual matters. They claim that by encouraging the use of 
condoms and openly discussing sexuality, we are in fact 
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encouraging promiscuity and destroying moral values. But we 
believe that public discussion about sexuality will not only prevent 
further spread of HIV/AIDS, but also create an environment where 
secret sexual anxieties, diseases, and hidden fears can be aired 
and positively discussed. Perhaps even answers will come out 
that will root out those secret but needless fears. If such an 
- environment creates a forum where people can talk about their 
sexual lives in a clear, forthright manner, we are hopeful that at 
least some of the mental and physical abuse and exploitation of 
women will be alleviated. 

Our media have portrayed HIV/AIDS as a unique and deadly 
disease. But they have seldom bothered to analyse it rigorously. 
Media coverage is sensational instead of sober and accurate. Most 
will not bother with this issue unless a fellowship is available 
from some governmental or non-governmental organisation. But 
this is in fact a very significant health crisis affecting every 
member of our society and nation, For the media it should be a 
legitimate economic or political story. 

They should report and also follow-up on the process of 
rehabilitating people with HIV by various non-governmental 
agencies. Indeed, if they took their task of reporting seriously, 
they would quickly subdue their sensationalism and realise that 
those who are infected with HIV/AIDS need not be victimised or 
stigmatised by their family and by society. We are confident that 
accurate and compassionate reporting will go a long way in not 
only informing the public, but also empowering those who are 
infected. 

Finally, we want to point out that except for two people, 
Asha and Sharan, the names, addresses, and related towns and 
villages included in these testimonies have all been changed. Asha 
and Sharan requested that their real names be published. We have 
honoured their request. 

-Prakriti K.C. and Manish Gautam 
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“What can you do when you are not 
fated for happiness... 


Laxmi 
Age: 34 


I was born in a small village in Syangja 34 years ago. Since 
I was born on the day of Aunsi,' both my parents were very sad. 
According to our Hindu tradition, it is very inauspicious be born 
on Aunsi. And not just inauspicious, you know, but people say 
that that a girl born on this day will also cause early death of her 
husband. So people say that a girl born on Aunsi should marry a 
boy also born on this same day. My two brothers and one sister 
were born on normal days, but I, the youngest, was born on a 
very inauspicious day. So imagine how worried my parents must 
have been. And I suppose that is why I was fated to have such a 
hard life. 

From the very beginning, even when I was young girl, my 
parents were concerned about my marriage prospects. Indeed, it 
became very difficult to get me married off. Since everyone in 
the village knew that I was born on that unlucky day, no one 
wanted to marry me. I was 20 years old and still unmarried. My 
mother was so distressed that she herself became sick. Later, a 
matchmaker in our village informed us about a boy in a nearby 


‘ Aunsi is the night of the new moon 
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village. He was two years younger than me, however, he was 
also born on Aunsi, and his mother was also searching for a girl 
born on that day. They liked me and we were married. 

Within a month or so, I became pregnant. My mother-in- 
_ law was very good to me, but my husband couldn’t care less. He 
was the only child, ason. So he was totally pampered. He didn’t 
do any work and he had not even attended school. He roamed 
around the village, got drunk and gambled. Several times, he 
beat me, so I would go back to my home where my mother would 
try to explain the situation to me. She told me that a woman is 
like the earth, she must bear every hardship, and that a husband 
is like a god. So, no matter how he treated me, I must respect 
him. Her words soothed me. 

A year later, my daughter was born. At the same time, my 
husband said that he wanted to go to India, earn money and send 
it back home. I also became happy. Instead of hanging around 
the village uselessly, I thought it would be better if he went away 
and earned money. He left for India when our daughter was two 
months old. His mother, our baby and I remained in the village. 
We worked a small plot of land that we owned and managed to 
get by. Time passed, but for five years we neither received a letter 
from him nor heard anything of him. Such a selfish man! Even if 
he didn’t care about me at least he should’ve cared about his 
mother and daughter. We had no idea where he was and so we 
couldn’t make inquiries. 

My sister and her husband too had gone to India about a 
year ago. They were in Delhi, so they attempted to find him. One 
day, we received a letter from my sister saying that my husband 
was in Gujarat and he was preparing to marry another girl. She 
told me to come to Delhi immediately. My sister and her husband 
would then take me to Gujarat. I was completely surprised by 
this news, of course. I also realised why he had not bothered to 
send a word to us all these years. I did not know what to do. 
Even though you know your husband does not love you, you 
become anxious when you find out that your husband is going to 


Laxmi | 5 


marry another woman. My mother-in-law gave me money and she 
too urged me to go to my sister’s as soon as possible. So I left for 
Delhi with my daughter, and from there, all of us went to Gujarat. 

When we arrived, we discovered that my husband and the 
woman had been fighting. He let me and the baby stay with him 
since the other woman did not agree to live with him. He worked 
as a security guard and made 1500 Indian rupees’ per month, 
but he never gave us any money, he spent it all on himself. So I 
began to work in various homes in the neighbourhood and 
managed to look after my daughter and myself. 

As for my husband, he had not changed his pampered ways. 
He made fun of me because I was from the village. He would 
say to me, “You are an ignorant country girl. Here, even in alleys 
you see lovely girls. There are lots of beautiful Nepali girls and 
they know how to make themselves attractive. And they fuss over 
me when I go to see them.” Of course, that was when he had 
money to spend. When he didn’t, he came to me. What an 
ungrateful man he was. 

Around this time, I began to notice sores and blisters on my 
skin. When I couldn’t bear it any longer, I went to see a doctor. 
I’m not sure what he said, "S.D." or "A.D.G". Anyway, I was 
cured. But my husband often fell seriously ill. After about a year 
and half, all of us returned to our village. My mother-in-law 
became quite concerned because her son was often ill. We even 
had the local faith healer treat him. He recovered slowly, and 
then began talking about going to Delhi again. He didn’t listen 
to his mother when she suggested that he should go only after he 
had fully recovered. He left in a few months. But he couldn't 
stay for long and returned in less than a year. We hardly recognised 
him when we saw him. He was so thin that he looked like a 
stranger. He was extremely weak and was soon bed-ridden. My 
mother-in-law became so anxious that she herself fell sick. 

We sold our land and took him to the hospital in Tansen’. 


* 42 Indian rupees = one US dollar 
3 Tansen is a hilltop town in Central Nepal 
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But they couldn’t tell us what was wrong. First, they said it was 
diarrhoea and dysentery. Then, they said typhoid. They even 
suspected TB but concluded that he had meningitis. Well, my 
husband actually died two years ago. But how were we, the living, 
to go on? It became difficult to perform even the death rituals. 
When that was taken care of, a man in the village told me he 
could send me to an Arabian Gulf country if I could come up 
with 15,000 rupees. I pawned our land and house and got the 
money together. With my mother-in-law’s permission, I obtained 
my passport from Kathmandu. 

Then I went to Bombay where that same “brother” from 
my village helped me obtain other necessary documents. 
Meanwhile, I had a blood test— and a possibility of illness was 
detected. I was now very afraid that I would not be able to go. 
However, I took the result of someone else’s blood and thus 
arrived in Arabia. No matter what, I have to say that “brother” 
from my village helped me greatly. I will never forget what he 
did for me. 

In the Gulf, I worked for a rich family of six: the master and 
the mistress, two sons and two daughters. They were all very 
nice and liked me. The work was not too demanding. There was 
a machine to wash clothes and another one to sweep the floor. 
The cook was a woman from Sri Lanka, and she too was fond of 
me. Alas, what can you do when you are not fated for happiness. 
A month later when I had my blood tested, I was told that I was 
HIV positive. This I was told, meant I had AIDS. I was immediately 
packed off to Kathmandu. 

By the time I reached my village, I was almost a mad woman. 
I finally realised that my husband had died of AIDS and I had 
contracted it from him. I suppose that the evil committed by the 
husband has to be borne by the wife. What had I done? How was 
I to blame for his deeds? I met a woman who worked for a 
rehabilitation center in our village. She brought me to its office 
in Kathmandu where I found shelter. I have been taking Ayurvedic 
medicine. Anyway, despite all these years, so far I’m fine. I make 
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some money knitting a few sweaters. My daughter and mother- 
in-law are in the village. Their situation is rather pathetic. It seems 
like the house I pawned will soon belong to the merchant from 
whom I borrowed the money. I don’t have money to pay him 
back. I also had my daughter tested at the hospital in Teku, and 
thank God she is healthy. 

Although I have found shelter here, I am very concerned 
about my daughter. She is already 13 years old and lives with her 
grandmother who is herself quite old. I will die very soon, of 
course. But what will my daughter do? Will someone seduce her 
away? At this shelter, there are many girls who have returned 
from Bombay because they have AIDS. I tremble with fear when 
I see that. I think of my daughter and become terrified. I wonder 
what future she has. So far, she has been a good girl. She studies 
in the village school, but what will she do afterwards? I choke up 
with fear and worry when I think about all this. Besides, I’m told 
I must pay school fees when she is promoted to higher classes. 
I’m worried sick. If I could only do something for her, I'd feel 
much better at the time of my death. 
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“wish | had not been born.” 


Sharad 
Age: 30 


My name is Sharad, I was born in Patan. I used to attend 
Mahendra Adarsha school, but when it shifted to Saat Dobato, I 
joined a different school because Saat Dobato was too far away. 
I was doing quite well in school, but in class seven, I started 
smoking cigarettes with certain friends. I don’t know how old I 
was when I first started smoking. I would hang out with friends 
and we would smoke secretly. Then I moved on to marijuana. 
Not too much, because at first I did not like it. I also started 
skipping school, which is not surprising, because I did not like 
school. So I’d skip school and go to movies instead. Pd steal 
money from home to pay for the movies and eat in restaurants. 
That’s what interested me in those days, you know. | 

I was expelled from school ... well, not exactly “expelled.” I 
actually left on my own when I was in the seventh class. I could 
not study. I failed many times. Often I repeated the same class, 
so I left. Then my mother put me in another school. It was in an 
alley in Patan. But they taught in Newari, mixed with a little bit 
of Nepali. After two months, I quit this school too. 

Well, I still had to study, right? So I joined yet another school, 
a government school in Pulchowk. I was admitted in class 
seven. I had a friend then, and he liked brown sugar, as [| later 
found out. He was a student at the engineering institute and he 
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was already an addict. One day, he asked me if I wanted to 
try a certain substance. Those days, you couldn’t get white. 
But brown was available. I said, yes, I’d try it. He asked me 
for money. | went home and returned with 25 rupees, and then I 
had brown sugar. 

That first ttme when I tried brown, turned out in fact, to be 
white. I didn’t like its trip. I vomitted and I didn’t want to eat. 
Anyway, I would get high and go home. My parents weren’t 
very strict with me. If I vomitted, I’d say I must have eaten 
something bad, and my mother would tell me to sleep and rest. 

In those days, even when the police caught you, they did 
not arrest you for taking drugs. So, secretly, I took drugs regularly, 
and slowly but surely, I too developed a drug habit. Before too 
long, my family found out. After all, I wouldn’t eat, I was losing 
weight, stealing money ... they even caught me with drug 
paraphernalia. 

My mother got in touch with the police and had me jailed, 
to get rid of my drug addiction. A thousand rupees would have 
secured my release, but my parents would not pay it, not because 
they didn’t have it but because they wanted me to be locked up 
and get rid of my drug habit. 

I spent sixteen months in Bhadragol Jail. I was around 17 
years old then. While I was in prison, I learned how to wollen 
knit caps. After all, I had to spend my time somehow. My family 
would send me a little money occasionally. And the environment 
inside the prison was in fact quite pleasant. It really depends 
upon the person. A good person can benefit from it. I did not 
take drugs in jail, and I did not suffer because I did not crave for 
drugs ... after all, I knew I couldn’t get any, so there was no point 
in worrying about it. And I was scared too ... I did smoke 
cigarettes. I was working, sleeping well. When my family would 
come to visit, I would ask them to get me out, but my mother 
would say, “Stay here for a while, for what are you going to do 
when you are out there?” I agreed with her and remained 
inside, but after I had been there for sixteen months, I got tired of 
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being imprisoned, so I myself paid the 1000-rupee bail money 
and got out. 

I went home and was doing well. But then I started going ~ 
out, meeting people, and I fell back into drugs. My family found 
out, of course. Without telling me, my mother had me admitted 
in a boarding school in Pokhara. In the evening, she told me to 
eat dinner early because we had to go somewhere. Then I was 
taken straight to the bus station, and from there directly to the 
school in Pokhara. 

For two years, I studied well. I lived in the hostel, and for 
over a year I did not take any drugs. But then, you know how 
friends can be .... Well, one day I went to a pharmacy and asked 
them if they had any tablets. I found out diazepam, a sedative, 
was available. So I started taking these tabs. Naturally, I lost 
interest in studies. Once again the authorities told me to leave 
the school.... Well, what I mean is that I simply packed up and 
returned to Kathmandu. 

My mother was quite angry, of course. She wanted to know 
why I had left school. I told her frankly that I didn’t like to study. 
My mother said, fine, but what was I going to do then? I mean, I 
had to do something. So my mother decided to invest some money 
and put me to work. I started raising chicken. Turned out to be 
quite profitable too. I gave up drugs totally. And once again, 
everything was going well. 

Unfortunately, I couldn’t stay put. I began to venture out 
again... and again started taking drugs, soon becoming a regular 
user. At that time, you could get both white and brown sugar in 
Patan and Jhonche. Both were easily and abundantly available. 
The drug peddlers would call out to you to sell the stuff. I tried 
the white stuff two or three times and never saw it again. 

Then my friend, the engineer who first introduced me to 
drugs, died of drug overdose. My family found out again that I 
was into drugs and were wondering what to do with me. I said I 
wanted to go abroad. Meanwhile, one of my uncles took it upon 
himself to rehabilitate me. He locked me in a room in his house 
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for nine months. Even my morning meal would be brought to 
my room. In the evening, when he came home from work, he 
would unlock my room and I would join them for dinner. 
Otherwise, all day, I would be in that room, reading newspapers, 
magazines and novels. It wasn’t so bad. 

Since I wanted to go abroad, a passport was obtained and 
preparations were made for me to go to Saudi Arabia. I departed 
too ... but what happened was that in Bombay, our agent 
disappeared. He was supposed to accompany our group which 
had 22 of us. You can imagine how I felt! Lots of tension ... 
frustration. So I took drugs in Bombay. For over ten months, I 
had not taken drugs. I took brown sugar in Bombay. I visited the 
red light area ... and had sex ... I did not use condoms. From 
Bombay, I brought some brown sugar back to Kathmandu with 
me. 

In Kathmandu, I continued to use drugs on and off. At one 
point, brown sugar started disappearing and was replaced by 
tidigesic. Soon everyone was using this new drug, which has to 
be injected. Two or three can share one 10 ml bottle of this drug. 
I would ask money at home to buy something or other, but would 
spend it on tidigesic'. Well, it didn’t take long for the family to 
find out. 

To free me from drugs, I was first taken to Youthvision, a 
drug rehab facility, and then to Freedom Center.’ I stayed at the 
Center for 45 days. All this happened about ten years ago, when 
the political uprising was occurring. On the day when the first 
curfew was imposed, I ran away from the Center. The reason | 
ran away was because, well, I didn’t really want to leave the 
place, but everyone at the Center would be taken on an outing, 
but not me. I would ask Father Gafney [the founder of the Center] 


' Tidigesic (t.d.) is a pain reliever with a sedative effect. Only the government- 
approved pharmacy has the authority to sell it. T.D. is available in tablet 
form or in 2 ml. ampoule. 

2 Freedom Center is a drug rehabilitation center started by an American Jesuit 
Father Gafney, who was murdered in 1998 
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to let me go too, but he would tell me, “Don’t go out right now. 
You will fall back into drugs again.” He was always giving me a 
piece of his mind. This refusal caused tension in me, so I ran 
away to my home when the curfew was imposed. I wasn’t sick 
anymore. After all, I had been receiving treatment for almost 50 
days. I stayed home for three or four days, and then, sad to say, I 
met my friends and started using t.d., since brown sugar was no 
longer available. | 

I have now been HIV positive for 14 months. I cannot say 
whether I became infected because of drugs or because I had sex 
in Bombay. Before I went to Bombay, even though I took drugs, 
I did not inject tidigesic. Immediately after returning from 
Bombay, I had had a blood test, but there was no indication that 
I had HIV. However, there is a window period, I believe. 

I found out I had HIV because ... well, I made plans to go 
abroad again. I had stopped taking drugs for almost a year. I had 
obtained my passport, received my visa. The final item required 
was a medical report. I went to a clinic and had a blood test. 
When I went to get my report the next day, the doctor asked me 
if I had been abroad before. My mother was also with me. She 
wanted to know what was going on. The doctor said many things, 
but I became immediately suspicious that perhaps I had acquired 
AIDS. The doctor then told me to get another test done at the 
National AIDS Center and wrote a letter on my behalf. We went 
there and I had another test done. The next day, I went to get my 
report, but they wouldn’t give me the test result because the test 
showed that I was indeed HIV positive. They told me to send my 
mom to get the report. 

I was now HIV positive. From that day on, I began to worry 
a lot, of course. I felt that there was nothing in the world for me 
anymore. I didn’t sleep for three-four days...I just cried. My 
mother and everyone else tried their best to comfort me, to make 
me realise that all was not over. 

From that day onwards, I started taking drugs again. I was 
frustrated. The doctor had told me not to drink, and liquor was 
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something I had never taken in my life, but from that fateful day, 
I started drinking too. 

I had a dream ... what kind of dream ... well, my parents had 
looked after me all these years, and when it was becoming time 
for me to look after them, unfortunately, I am in this condition. 
Of course, my parents have said to me that I should just quit 
drugs, and as long as they are alive, I will be taken care of. My 
father isn’t around anymore, he passed away five years ago. I 
had wanted to make them happy, but that day will never come... 

I used to have a girlfriend too. There had been talk about 
marriage. But I stopped seeing her from that day, even though I 
personally had made plans to get married. But I had messed up 
my life, why should I destroy her life? She doesn’t know I am 
HIV positive, but she used to tell me not to take drugs. 

I live in our home with my mother, younger brother and his 
wife. My brother got married a few months ago. I cried a lot on 
the day of his marriage because, you know, it really was my turn 
to get married, but ... 

My friends, my neighbours and everyone else know I am 
HIV positive. I told them myself. In my neighbourhood, everyone 
treats me very well. In fact, they used to detest me when I was a 
drug addict. But now, they care about me. If they talk behind my 
back, there is nothing I can do about it ... people say bad things 
about the King too, when his back is turned. In front of me, 
everyone is nice. 

I’m not sure if I would still be around if I had not started 
using drugs again, even after finding out I was HIV positive. I 
might have committed suicide. But drugs can help you forget. 
have now found out that I am not the only one who has this 
disease. I take a certain comfort in knowing that others are 
afflicted too, and I pray that no one else gets it. All those who are 
HIV positive should openly confess that they have it. I am not 
married, but there are so many others who are infected, but 
continue to have sex outside [of marriage]. By acknowledging 
their illness, they can protect their families. 
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But then our own society has not understood the nature of 
AIDS. I didn’t know initially what AIDS was either. People are 
under the illusion that only immoral people get it, but that is not 
true. When you are a drug addict, and you need your drugs, even 
though you know that you can get AIDS by sharing needles, you 
will ignore this. I can tell you for a fact that no addict uses clean, 
separate, personal needle. First of all, no one has money to buy 
new needles everytime. The only thing an addict cares about is 
his next fix. 

There are boys in my neighbourhood who take drugs. I 
suspect that some of them are HIV positive, but none of them 
have said anything to me. I know they share needles. I have told 
them not to do that, but as I said before, at that moment when 
you crave for your drug, you don’t listen to such words of advice. 

I had ambitions to go abroad and make something of myself. 
But they have now been cancelled. Now, I hope to save the young 
generation, counsel them, spread the word about AIDS and save 
others. This is my last aim. 

Even now, I sometimes take drugs. I am already 30 years 
old. I think I will live another five years. Nowadays, even healthy 
people don’t live that long, and as for those of us who have AIDS, 
well, we won’t live very long. I myself will be satisfied if I live a 
few more years to tell others about AIDS. My final hope is that no 
one else gets AIDS. There is nothing more that I can do. But one 
should have a goal in life and work hard towards it. Only then 
will one’s wish come true. 

Because I have this disease, I feel that my life is worthless. 
My old school friends are now pilots and engineers. Some are in 
the army, others in America. I meet them sometimes. Of course, 
there are others, also from my school, who walk by my home, 
but they don’t speak to me...and I don’t speak to them either. So 
what if they have become big people? They’re not going to look 
after me, and I don’t have to look after them, right? So when I 
think about these things, I feel like I was born for no reason, that 
perhaps it would have been better had I died when I was a child. 
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I have sexual desire, naturally, but what can I do with it? I 
am HIV positive. There is an alternative: those who have 
HIV marry each other. I understand this happens abroad, but 
not in Nepal. But if it can happen elsewhere, why not here? So 
if this is indeed possible, I would like to get married. But I 
would use condom ... practice family planning and not have 
children. I would then have a friend, a support in life ... but 
especially a friend, you know. 
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“| could not forgive him, | will not 
forgive him.” 


Sudha 
Age: 22 


When others look at my life, everyone says that I am very 
lucky.' But what do they know? Well, granted of course, that 
when someone is looking from the outside, it looks that way. 
Good family, houses, cars, servants. People see that and they 
say lucky. But inside, who knows what I am going through, 
my fate? 

My own family is very well off. Both my parents have jobs. 
I have one younger brother and he is in the States. 1 received 
love and encouragement growing up, and my parents especially 
encouraged me to study hard. They did not discriminate between 
my brother and me. 

[had an arranged marriage, but the decision was completely 
in my hands. My parents did not force me in any way. Talks about 
my marriage began. He was an engineer. He was the only son 
and the family was very good too. Actually my father liked him 
very much. I too, was liked by the boy’s family. But at that time 
I was doing my BSc second year [college] course, I did not want 
to get married right away. The boy’s family waited and after my 
BSc exams, I got married. His family is very understanding and 


' Words in italics were spoken in English. 
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supportive. I considered myself very lucky. He was very 
understanding as well and encouraged me to study further. So I 
joined MSc at Tribhuvan University. He himself would drop me 
off or otherwise, the driver would. Both my in-laws were very 
encouraging. 

During my MSc 2™ year, J got pregnant and it became a 
little difficult to study, but my husband helped me a lot. He studied 
my notes and explained many things to me. Thanks to him and 
the family’s help, I did quite well in my exams. That year - 1995 
- | thought was the luckiest year of my life. My baby was born, I 
passed my MSc exams and my husband received a scholarship 
to do his Masters in Thailand. / was so happy for him. I could not 
go with him because my baby was so small. He was only a few 
months old. Later, I got a chance to go and visit my husband. 

When he was away, I became a completely devoted mother. 
My mother-in-law was a great help too. My in-laws were 
especially happy, as my baby is the only grandson. They took 
great care of him. It made me realise what great pains our parents 
took to raise us. 

My son is very close to my mother-in-law. When he was 
around two, I went to Thailand. Since I had planned to stay for 
three months, I left him with her. If my husband found a job 
there, then I planned to bring him later. The first two 
months went smoothly. After that my husband got sick. So sick 
he had to be hospitalised. The blood test showed he had HIV. 
And that was it! 

I was mad at him. I wanted a divorce right away. When I 
was departing for Thailand, everyone teased me, saying it’s going 
to be your second honeymoon. But it became a death sentence. | 
knew I was already exposed to the virus. But my blood report 
there turned out to be negative. Of course, given my husband’s 
illness, I couldn’t leave him. Besides, we were in a foreign 
country. After all, I have a woman’s heart. 

When my husband recovered, he desperately tried to explain. 
Apparently, he had sexual contact with a single person only - 
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his classmate. And that’s how he got it, he said. But I don’t believe 
that crap. Who knows? He might have slept with a dozen women. 
What fault was it of mine? He should have at least thought of 
me. We have a son. After that, my marital life was doomed. I 
could not forgive him, I will not forgive him. 

I have not told anyone in my family. Since returning to 
Kathmandu, my blood test showed that I too was positive. I had 
at least a little hope that if I had not been infected , my baby’s 
future would be secure. My husband is very secretive. I don’t 
think he has told anybody. He’s such a hypocrite! Doesn't let 
me talk either. But I have told my friend (she is a doctor) and my 
brother, who got severely depressed. However, he has been a 
tremendous support. My friend is also a great help. \ have not 
told anyone else in the family. But it has been very difficult for 
me. I’m afraid I’1] blurt it out one day. But why get everyone else 
all worked up? I feel as though nobody understands me. My son 
is very close to his grandparents. I feel that even after my death, 
it won’t be so difficult for him, so I’m trying not to become too 
attached to him, to care too much for him. At the same time, I am 
scared that he too will be infected. 

Usually, my days and nights were spent crying. Everyone 
tells me to have a daughter, but what can I tell them? My parents 
complain that since my visit to Thailand, I have become spoilt 
and do not take care of my child at all. What am I supposed to 
tell them? I hardly talk to my husband—I mean communicate. 
Only outside, when in society. And it doesn’t even make sense to 
separate. It’1l become a circus! And I can never forgive him. I 
really can’t. | do not want to die. 

My son has just started nursery school. I will probably never 
see him going off to college. I used to have such vivid fantasies— 
my baby growing up, bringing home a daughter-in-law. But these 
days, I no longer know what is going on with me. Sometimes I 
get so angry! / think I am having a depression and I need 
counselling. But where can I go? And I am afraid someone might 
find out. If my family finds out, everyone will be devastated. 
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My brother has advised me to tell everyone slowly, but how can 
I do that? I now feel so sensitive that I only want to cry. I gather 
and hold on to my son’s toys and cry. But now, J think it’s 
time that I start doing social work to keep myself occupied. 
Surely there must be others like me out there. Probably in 
worse situations. I think I should try to help them so that I 
can help myself. 
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“People take drugs when things go 
wrong in their lives.” 


Rajan 
Age: 29 


My name is Rajan. From childhood, I made a ltving as 
a servant. I studied until class four, but I do not consider that 
as being educated. I was poor and have been struggling all 
my life. 

For about six years, I worked for a Marwari' businessman. 
After that, I worked as a dish washer and kitchen boy in Hotel 
Shangri-La. But I left this job too. Soon after, I met a girl. I was 
perhaps 18 years old and started a sexual relationship with her. 
In fact, I married her. But she left me. She was a nice girl, not a 
bad girl at all. She divorced me. You see, I used to drink a lot, 
that’s why she left. We were married for three or four years. We 
had no children. Why not, only God knows. 

After my wife left me, I met a girl called Rita who had lived 
in Bombay not once but twice, but now had “retired” from there.’ 
But I didn’t know that at she had lived in Bombay at first. She 
did not have anything to eat and used to wander around Ratna 


' People from the Marwari community in Nepal are mainly involved in business 
and trade 

° Many Nepali village girls are sold or lured into brothels in India. They are 
forced to return to Nepal when they test HIV positive. 
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Park.’ I was doing odd jobs and making some money. I took this 
girl, Rita, to my room and had sex with her. She lived with me 
for six or seven months. And we continued to have sex. Then she 
finally told me that she had “retired” from Bombay and that she 
had AIDS. I had no idea that she was that kind of a girl, you know. 
I actually took care of her. Why she didn’t tell me in the very 
beginning, I have no idea. I guess she was in a difficult situation. 
She was from Dharan.* She had no food, nowhere to go and I 
took her in. When she told me she had AIDS, I stopped living 
with her. I bought a bus ticket for her to Dharan and she left. 
Meanwhile, I started going to LALS.” My blood was tested, AIDS 
was detected. These events occurred about six years ago. 

Then I started scalping tickets at a movie theater. But it was 
the same story. If I had money, I did well, ate well. If not, I slept 
in public shelters. Nowadays, though, I am in trouble. I have no 
job, I am homeless and do not have food. I know how to drive, 
but I have not driven a car for almost nine years. Now everything 
seems to be over for me. Sometimes I stay with friends... anyway, 
Iam ina very difficult situation, and whether I will get out of it, 
only God knows. 

Everyone calls me names ... a drunk, bum, good-for-nothing. 
They accuse me of having all kinds of diseases, of having AIDS, 
and they look down on me. I have not told everybody that I have 
AIDS, but people used to see me with that girl Rita, and so they 
presumed I got AIDS from her. 

People at LALS and Prerana told me I had AIDS because Rita 
had AIDS and I suspected I got it from her. In fact, I am not that 
sick. Sometimes I had chills and fever and went to Teaching 
hospital to be examined. Even though I did not have any sexually 
transmitted diseases, the doctor had my blood tested. Since it 
costs around 400 rupees to have a blood test, and I had no money, 


? Ratna Park is a scruffy and crowded public space in the heart of Kathmandu. 
4 Dharan is a town in the foothills of Eastern Nepal 
5 LALS is the Life-Giving and Life-Saving Society 
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I came to Prerana for my test. I am hundred percent convinced 
that I contracted AIDS from that girl. 

My home is in Bishalnagar in Kathmandu. Everyone is there, 
my parents, brothers and sisters. My brothers are on their own 
and they live separately. My parents don’t work. No one at home 
cares about me. I am the black sheep of the family, you see. 
Unlike me, two of my brothers studied up to class ten. Instead of 
studying, I started stealing from home, but not from other people. 
I also enjoyed the company of women. I would argue and fight 
and cause trouble everywhere. Basically, I was leading a 
hoodlum’s life. So I was kicked out of my home. I was told never 
to come back. 

I am now 29 years old. I can write the Nepali script just a 
bit. But that’s it. And as I’ve said before, I also don’t have work 
these days. I’m not even sure how to go about getting a job 
anymore. Because of my illness no one wants to be near me. 
They say all kinds of things about me, that I have AIDS, so who is 
going to give me work? I go to Prerana hoping that I will get 
some work. I go to LALS hoping to get something to eat. 

No, please don’t talk to me about my home. I don’t need it. 
I have not been there for ten years. They don’t care about me. 
They pretend I am not a member of the family, and sometimes I 
tell myself that, who knows, maybe I am not their son or brother. 
I have not told my family that I have AIDS, and I don’t think they 
know. If they find out I have AIDS, they will detest me even more. 

Prerana has given us a bag. In it, I carry bottles of bleach 
water to give it to drug addicts so they can clean their syringes or 
needles. I tell others to use condoms. Unfortunately, I contracted 
AIDS, but I help spread information so others don’t become 
infected. But even though I help out, I have not received any 
reward so far. 

I give information to drug addicts, street walkers and 
prostitutes. The prostitutes can be found mostly around Ratna 
Park. I go there often and tell the boys and girls not to do this or 
that. I know three or four girls who sell their bodies. I give them 
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bleach water so they can clean their needles because they inject 
tidigesic and have become addicts. By cleaning their needles, 
they will not get AIDS. 

People take drugs when things go wrong in their lives. That’s 
why I started taking drugs also. Because you know, my real wife, 
the one I married first, left me for another man. Then I had a 
second wife and she left me too. I married my second wife because 
she too had AIDS I wanted to help her. She knew I had 
AIDS. Where she went, I have no idea. Only God knows. We 
had no children either. Not that I want children. What would I do 
if I had them? 

Those who come seeking girls for sex in the Ratna Park 
area are mostly Indian vegetable vendors. There are others too. I 
am sure these men must have contracted AIDS by now because 
almost every girl there is infected. I know a working girl who 
has AIDS. Those of us who take drugs are not very successful 
sexually. Because you need a lot of stamina. Our energy is 
drowned in alcohol and strength sucked out by drugs. 

I feel it is my duty to inform drug addicts and prostitutes, 
but tell me, what do I get? I don’t even get a bite to eat. 
But it doesn’t do any good to tell others your personal problems, 
does it? 
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“| have to accept that | shall be 
discriminated and stigmatised 
until I die.” 


Sarita 
Age: 20 


I was born in a village near Kirtipur. Because I am the only 
daughter, everyone in my family—parents, a younger brother, 
and grandparents—loves me very much. My school was in 
Kirtipur itself and was a half an hour’s walk. I was good in studies 
as well as sports. I won several trophies. Everyone at home was 
very pleased with my accomplishments, although my 
grandmother and mother used to say: “What use is it for a girl to 
study or play sports? In the end, you have to look after a home. 
Better you learn to do housework.” But I ignored housework and 
loved studying. 

Even before I sat for SLC (School Leaving Certificate) 
exams,’ there was talk about arranging my marriage with a local 
Kirtipur boy. I cried and refused to marry. I said I would marry 
only after finishing SLC and my father agreed very reluctantly. I 
achieved a second division in my exams and joined a college in 
Kathmandu. But now, I was forced to marry. Just then, there was 


' School Leaving Certificate (SLC) ts the final school examination 
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talk about a boy from Kathmandu itself. My parents looked into 
it and found out that it was a good family. They had a house, land 
and a shop in Kathmandu. The boy too was educated and had a 
job as an accountant, we were told. I would also be allowed to 
continue my studies after marriage. Naturally, I was happy. I 
loathed the thought of marrying in the village and doing back- 
breaking work in the fields. I was simply ecstatic that I could 
continue to study in Kathmandu. 

A few months after my marriage, I became pregnant. Since 
my exams were approaching, I was given permission to go to my 
parents’ home. Around this time, I saw some needles in our room. 
When I asked my husband about it, he said, “Occasionally, I 
treat sick people in the villages. I am also a health worker.” | 
was most impressed when I heard that. Who wouldn’t, when you 
find out that your husband also serves villagers? Soon after I 
went to my parents’ to study for my exams, and as soon as I was 
done, I immediately returned to my husband’s. 

I was seven months pregnant and had a fairly large stomach, 
but I was made to work quite hard. I also noticed slowly that my 
in-laws’ behaviour had changed. My mother-in-law was often 
very angry and would complain, “It’s a shame that we had to 
establish relationship with villagers. After all, my son was 
educated in Darjeeling...’ it’s too bad we entangled ourselves 
with people who can’t appreciate our ways....” 

Well, as far as I am concerned, I believe my parents provided 
adequate dowry when I got married and continued to send gifts 
and presents during my pregnancy. 

Meanwhile, if my husband wasn’t ignoring me, he was 
demeaning me or was busy bragging about his family’s wealth 
and status. When I couldn’t bear it any longer, I told my parents. 
Later, my mother-in-law said I could go and stay at my parents’. 
So my son was born there. And when I sent word of his birth, no 


* Darjeeling is a hill resort in India across the border from Nepal famous for 
its tea estates and boarding schools 
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one came to see us, not even when we had the nwaran* ceremony. 
I was very hurt. My husband came to see me once, asked for 
some money, and left. | was so embarrassed I did not tell anyone. 
He never came back. 

Three months later, my parents along with a cousin sister- 
in-law, accompanied me back to my husband’s. My parents 
returned that same day but my cousin stayed with me. My husband 
was nowhere in sight. When I asked his mother, she said, “He 
has gone with some friends to Nepalgunj 4 T didn’t get any news 
of my husband for the next few days, and my in-laws’ behavior 
remained harsh. My cousin was dumbfounded by all this. 

One day, she noticed that our servant was taking away some 
food. She asked my mother-in-law about it, who explained, “He’s 
taking it to someone we know who is pregnant.” My cousin was 
surprised by this response. She had noticed that pickles were 
included in the take-away food, and she knew that pregnant 
women should not eat spicy pickles. She and I made a plan. Next 
morning, my cousin followed the servant carrying the food, and 
he ended up at the Hanuman Dhoka?’ jail, which in fact is quite 
close to our home. You can imagine how surprised my cousin 
was, and upon further inquiry, she made the shocking discovery 
that my husband had been jailed for using drugs! She told me all 
this very reluctantly, and we both cried our hearts out. 
Unfortunately, she went back to my parents’ and told everybody, 
and they were all very unhappy, of course. But what was to be 
done? All of us were in fear of what the “others” would say, what 
the “society” would say. I remained silent to protect my parents. 

A few months later, my husband came home. He promised 
me that he would now become a better person. For the next month 
or so, we lived peacefully. He even looked after our child. My 


3 nwaran is the 11th day after a baby’s birth when it is formally named 

4 Nepalgunj is located 300 km west of Kathmandu 

5 Hanuman Dhoka is a historical palace complex as well as one of the most 
important tourist attractions in the heart of Kathmandu. One of the city prisons 
is located in this neighbourhood. 
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second year college exams were approaching. Despite the mental 
Stress, I sat for exams and even passed. Unfortunately, my 
husband’s behaviour deteriorated, and so did his family’s. Last 
November, he fell ill and we found out that he was HIV positive. 
Then again he vowed to reform so I took him to Freedom Center. 
But he ran away from there too. 

At home, he scattered needles everywhere. Most puzzling 
was his parents’ response. His father, mother, and younger sister 
simply left the house and moved into another one. So now, they 
live separately from us. Only I live with my husband. My son is 
at my parents’. To make ends meet, I give lessons. It’s not enough 
really, but my parents help out with provisions. They know 
nothing about HIV. At first, there was no indication that I had 
been infected. I resisted sleeping with him but he would get very 
angry. He even beat me. When I pleaded with him to use a 
condom, he lashed back: “In that case, I might as well sleep with 
a whore.” And so now, I too have been infected. I guess such is 
life. You never know where it leads. 

If I had known [had contracted HIV, I would probably have 
abandoned my studies. You know, I wanted to complete my MA 
in Nepali literature and teach in a college. These days I find it 
difficult to even study. Moreover, it is so hard to get admitted in 
a college to study BA. They all want to know what division you 
have. How could I have obtained a good division, given the hostile 
environment in my home? It is equally difficult to get a job. 
They only want to know if your English is good, regardless of 
your academic achievements. So where are people like me to 
look for a job? Even now as I go to college in the morning, it is 
only on those days when my husband does not beat me. In the 
evening, I give lessons to four young neighbourhood children. I 
earn about one thousand rupees a month, but it’s hardly enough. 
Thankfully, my parents have continued to help me, but there’s a 
limit to their support. 


° Freedom Center is a drug rehabilitation center started by an American Jesuit 
Father Gafney. 


My in-laws are useless, no help at all. My father-in-law 1s 
an officer in the government, but that doesn’t seem to mean 
anything to me because he also keeps the income from the shop. 
I am often alone in this three-room house because my husband 
disappears for two to four days at a time. When he does come 
home, he beats me because he says I did not prepare a delicious 
meal. Sometimes I wish I were dead. But then, I think of my son. 
If I live another four or five years, I feel perhaps I can make 
some arrangements for him. My parents can only do so much. 

By the way, I want to say a few words. In our society, no 
matter how much a daughter is loved, the overwhelming emphasis 
is always on getting her married off. That is why I am in this 
situation. People should encourage their daughters to study. 
Besides, the village schools aren’t very good. When it is time to 
look for a job, everyone wants someone who knows English. 
And those of us who studied hard, what are we to do? What 
about our future? Since I am HIV positive, I have to accept that I 
shall be discriminated and stigmatised until I die. This society 
does not care about these infected people. This negative attitude 
must change. 


[Interviewer's Note: So far, Sarita’s son has not 
contracted HIV] 
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"I want to be a good person for the 
rest of my life." 


Bijay 
Age: 22 


My name is Bijay. I was born in a normal middle class family 
in Swyambhu. I attended school up to class four in Kathmandu 
and then went to Mussorie in India. There was never any problem 
about food or clothes in our home. Everything was fine. I was 
doing very well. 

As to how or why one gets into drugs ... you do not succumb 
to drugs right away, no, not quite so quickly and easily. What 
happens in the beginning, you see, ... well, you are about 16 or 
17 years old, and your behaviour, attitude' has been steadily 
worsening. At home, you begin to lie, you skip school. You 
cheat, you steal—and generally begin to act dishonestly. You 
also associate with a certain kind of people, the disreputable 
kind, that 1s. 

Then, a desire begins to develop. What is this thing called 
drugs? You wish to experience it. You want to try it. What could 
happen, you wonder? This is the initial stage. You see those senior 
to you taking drugs, those who are your peers doing it and you 
feel a little funny ... like, well, “Hey, that person whom I know 
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takes drugs.” So you also take drugs, and you sort of feel like a 
hero, you know. That is how you begin to get into drugs. In the 
beginning, it is a lot of fun and you spend your days feeling 
great. Afterwards, you think you are taking drugs when in fact, 
the drugs are taking over you. 

When I was in class seven, I started using cigarettes, dope, 
booze and so on. Later, a cough medicine called phensedy!] 
became the rage in Kathmandu. But it was quickly banned. It 
was immediately replaced by tidigesic. I started using it—and 
very quickly, I was ready to try anything. 

When we begin to take drugs regularly, we begin to project 
a macho arrogance. This is life, and as a Man, we assert, we 
Should be willing to taste everything life offers. I don’t think I 
am the only one who felt that way. At a certain age, almost 
everyone feels this way, those into drugs anyway. Given my 
attitude, I even took brown sugar. Altogether, I spent seven 
years in drugs. Only then, did I seek treatment. After that, I left 
drugs completely. 

There are those, of course, who have taken drugs before and 
warn you, “Hey, don’t take drugs.” But they don’t really mean it. 
They sound superficial. Because their real feeling is: “Oh, I hope 
he starts taking drugs too and become a member of our group 
why too?” Such is their actual intent. Those who take drugs feel 
inferior when they are among those who don’t. So you see, even 
as these boys pretend to warn you about drugs, they never actually 
prevent you from doing it. 

In the beginning, you are at an experimental stage. There is 
that peer pressure. We don’t have to spend money, they 
provide the drugs for free. But later, when we have become 
addicted, well, then ... even if you have money, it can be difficult 
to get drugs. 

Even though | lived in the school’s hostel in Mussourie, 
away from my home in Kathmandu, my family suspected all 
was not well with me. They would tell me, “We hear all these 
rumors about you, you know ...” But of course I would deny that 
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[ was doing anything wrong, even though I was. I would come 
up with all sorts of clever answers, So My family was never really 
convinced that I was taking drugs. 

When I was doing my Plus Two,’ I was expelled from 
school. I had a fight with the school principal during the time of 
exams. So he threw me out. After all, I had been doing drugs 
since seventh or eighth class, and now I had been thrown out of 
school... what was there to do? 

I was at that age when I could barely tell the difference 
between right and wrong. I was only interested in having fun, 
bullying weak kids, and being a nuisance. 

Once I was out of school, I continued to associate with a 
disreputable crowd. In school, too, I had rowdy friends. But I 
must confess that once I was no longer in school, I felt free of the 
school's strict rules and regulations, as if a great weight had been 
lifted off my back. There was no one to look over my shoulder, 
no one to control me. Besides, drugs were very cheap. So after I 
was expelled from school, I hung around in India for a month 
before coming to Kathmandu. 

Of course, it was very difficult for me to tell my family that 
I had been expelled. So I kept quiet about it. But a letter arrived 
from my school informing the family, so everyone found out. 
After that, I simply stopped going to school. I was deeply into 
drugs and I said to myself, “Why study?” I just wanted to enjoy 
life. But such attitude only made it worse for me. Inevitably, I 
became a full-blown addict. 

I got hooked on tidigesic. When I had lots of money, I had 
my personal syringe and used it exclusively. But you see, among 
us addicts, certain situations exist. Sometimes we become sick,° 
sometimes we don’t have money, and when we can’t feed our 
habit, we become obsessed with how to get money to get our fix. 
We are ready to lie and cheat, because we are sick. And suddenly 


2 Plus Two is the two years after high school 
3 “sick” for Nepali addicts means suffering withdrawal symptoms 
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a person appears, one who wants to shoot tidigesic. Naturally, 
you tell him that you don’t have money. “I do!” he says. Well, 
you are sick. You know that you shouldn’t share needles. You 
also know that you will get AIDS if you do. But at that moment, 
you are desperate. You can’t even crawl. You can’t even think. 
You could die! At such agonising moments, we share needles 
because we must—even though we are aware that we could get 
infected with AIDS. 

In my circle, we took drugs for pleasure and enjoyment. Of 
course there are others who do it because they have some 
problems, such as say, depression and frustration. It’s like this, 
you see, he is educated, but he doesn’t have any work—at office 
or home. His only job is to roam around freely and hang around. 
He has lots of free time but he is not busy. Well, when you don’t 
keep yourself busy, then you get distracted with all sorts of things. 
As they say, an idle mind is the devil’s workshop. If you’re leading 
this kind of an irresponsible life and begin keeping company 
with drug users, well, then you are in big trouble. 

As for the family, well, not all families know about or have 
resources to support a person who is into drugs. If we talk about 
Our society’s attitude towards the addicts, we know that it is not 
very sympathetic. 

Because I was a drug addict, I had great difficulty managing 
money during my school years. Whenever I would come home 
on holidays, all my pocket money would be spent on drugs. Every 
time I went back to school, my suitcase would be full of clothes. 
Upon my return, I would barely have the clothes on my back. I 
even sold blankets and rugs that were meant for my personal use 
in school. I often lied and stole money at home. I did terrible 
things. But my only concern daily would be how to get enough 
money to buy my drugs. The moment I got out of bed in the 
morning, I would start lying. In this manner, I had some good 
times, and when I could not get my drugs, some bad times. 
Anyway, my life had its ups and downs. 

There were moments when I used to think, “Am I going to 
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spend the rest of my life doing drugs?” These kinds of questions 
would haunt me occasionally and I would be terrified. Meanwhile, 
my school mates were getting ahead in life. I would feel strange 
when I would run into them. Some of them were now doing their 
BA and MA studies. I would look at myself in comparison and 
feel inferior. So I came to the conclusion that I couldn’t go on 
with life. I was sick of it. | had this feeling from deep inside that 
I would do nothing in life unless I gave up drugs. 

So I confessed to my family. I told them I did in fact do all 
those horrible things that they had been hearing about. | said I 
had resolved to give up drugs and that I knew of a place where I 
could receive treatment. I asked them to forgive me for my 
mistakes and for making them suffer. 

I had myself admitted in Freedom Center. I learned many 
things there, especially the importance of life. I realised that I 
was not facing the authentic realities of life when I was doing 
drugs. There is a proverb, you know, something putting on a great 
show of luxury outside but having next-to-nothing at home. You 
see, I didn’t earn a single paisa, yet I required five or six hundred 
rupees daily for my drug habit. When I thought about these things, 
I was full of remorse. 

I stayed at the Center for eleven months. Three months into 
my stay, I developed some physical problems. I had stopped 
taking drugs during this time and I was feeling healthy and 
energetic. But then I started becoming thin. I noticed blisters 
around my throat. The man in charge advised me to go to 
Patan hospital for a checkup. My blood was tested and HIV 
was suspected. 

When I was told I was HIV positive, I could not believe it. I 
almost collapsed. I thought my life was now over, I was finished! 
I was overwhelmed by memories of my past activities. I realised 
[ had made a terrible mistake by doing drugs. It seemed as though 
I was falling from the top of a cliff...and then, well, I began 
counseiling. 

For the first week or two, it was very difficult, but later, 
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slowly, I began to feel normal. I slowly understood the tremendous 
importance of life. What was I going to do in the future, I asked 
myself. I saw that I still had many things left to do. Once again, 
I adopted a very negative attitude. I was now HIV positive, but 
why only me? Since I had this disease, I was constantly thinking 
that I should spend the rest of my days enjoying myself and doing 
drugs. I toyed with this feeling that if I shared needles, then my 
friends too will become infected. I presume that everyone 
entertains such fantasies when they discover that they are now 
HIV positive, don’t you think? Of course there must be some 
who think differently. Later I discovered, of course, that I was 
not the only one who had HIV, and that there were many others 
like me. I had to get HIV to appreciate life. I cried a while too. 

What I want to say now is...let me think...well, yes, this 
disease can be contracted by anyone. The prevailing attitude is 
that this disease will only strike those who are drug addicts and 
commercial sex workers. This is not true. I wonder if you have 
heard this story. It occurred in Pokhara.* The sister-in-law fell 
sick and required blood transfusion. Her brother-in-law gave 
blood. Turned out he had AIDS. His sister-in-law also contracted 
AIDS. So you see, you can get infected from those whom you 
trust most. Many wives are being infected by their husbands and 
this is one reason why AIDS is spreading rapidly in Nepal. 

It is very difficult for us addicts in Nepali society. It is not 
very supportive. And if you mention AIDS, well. As for my 
situation, I no longer take drugs. I am of the opinion that I should 
now do something constructive. But, the trouble is that the 
society’s perception doesn’t change. They were fearful of me 
when I took drugs and they will remain fearful even though I no 
longer take drugs. 

Let me ask you something: I used to take drugs. But now I 
don’t and want to spend the rest of my life as a clean and honest 
individual. I am rehabilitated. So I come to you looking for work. 


4 Pokhara is a scenic town 200 km west of Kathmandu popular with tourists 
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But I tell you that I used to be a drug addict and that | have AIDS 
but I no longer take drugs. Tell me, will you employ me? Think 
very carefully. Will you really give me a job? Unfortunately, 
you are branded forever when you have become an addict 
or have AIDS. Should I blame you personally for this? Should I 
point my finger at our society? Or should I blame the drug 
addict? It’s very difficult, isn’t it? But that is indeed the brutal 
reality of the situation. 

I have not had many sexual relations. I had relations with 
two or three girl friends when I was in school in India. When I 
came back to Kathmandu, I visited prostitutes three or four times. 
I used condoms. This happened about five or six years ago. And 
in those days, I had never ever heard of HIV/AIDS. It wasn’t 
publicised very much either. Since I was more into drugs than 
prostitutes, I suspect I got HIV because of drugs instead of sex. 
One or two of those in my circle have also contracted AIDS. 

My mother is the only person in my family who knows I 
have HIV. I told her myself, even though it was a very difficult 
thing to do. She cried a lot. Nowadays, she never mentions this 
subject. What she is really feeling, I do not know. Outwardly, her 
behaviour is very normal. My family too is very nice to me. I 
have brothers who are studying abroad. 

I have been HIV positive for two years. Once I was infected 
with this illness, I also contracted tuberculosis. I was cured after 
taking medicine for eight months. I have no problems now. You 
must remain strong, you know. 

In my life, I never had ambitions to become a doctor or 
anything. [ was willing to drift and see what happened. From a 
very young age, I was only interested in playing and relaxing. 
Until about class six, I was quite good in studies. I even achieved 
first and second positions. But from around class seven, I started 
to ask: “What’s the use of studying?” I am now paying for those 
mistakes. 

I have not had any sex relations since my HIV condition. Of 
course, it is human nature to want to have sex. Perhaps it is even 
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a necessity, but whenever the sexual urge comes upon me, | 
ask myself if the sexual act will fulfill me for the rest of my 
life. The first time, okay, I will use condom. But later, will I be 
as careful when it becomes a necessity? I reflect upon these 
issues and decide not to do it. If the sexual feeling becomes 
intolerable, then you masturbate and the desire is over. I also 
try to control my urge to masturbate. After all, how often can 
you indulge in it? 

Marriage is out of question. How can I? If I meet another 
girl who is also HIV positive, then we could get married. But to 
marry a normal girl is impossible. I want to spend the rest of my 
days as a good person. I want my own people—friends and 
family—as well as the society at large to say that even though he 
had been a bad person once, he did good work later. When people 
hear of my death, I don’t want anyone to say “Oh, he was such a 
horrible person!” Instead, I want them to be sympathetic and 
say “Oh, poor fellow. He did good, taught a lot of others 
about HIV/AIDS.” 

So I wish to live an exemplary life. I think I am leading one 
now. If I try to think of any other memorable moments in my 
life, there aren’t any. If anything in my life is memorable, it 1s 
just this—getting HIV. 
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"| pray that my child will be born 
negative..." 


Jyoti 
Age: 18 


Our family is originally from Okhaldhunga.' My mother 
died when I was barely three years old. My father remarried and 
we moved to Kathmandu. I have two older brothers. My mother’s 
parents lived with their second son because he had no children. 
My brothers and I grew up there. Two of my mother’s brothers 
also live in Kathmandu. I called my uncle’s wife “mummy” .’ 
She loved me very much. My father visited us occasionally, but 
I have yet to see my stepmother. Anyway, we grew up with lots 
of love and care in my uncle’s home. My mother was the only 
daughter, so when she died, her family was naturally going to 
take care of us. 

I attended school in Kathmandu and always did very well in 
Class. I also was good in sports and won several awards. I 
participated in an essay competition and a quiz contest and won 
first and second prizes. But, you know, all these achievements 
mean nothing if your fate dictates otherwise. Everything happened 
all at once even as I was about to sit for my SLC exams. 

It started last January when I was introduced to a boy during 
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the time when I was taking lessons to prepare for the exams. His 
family rented a room in one of my uncle’s home. They are 
originally from Birgunj.* Anyway, it turned out that he was 
attracted to me. He would send me greeting cards and letters. At 
first, [ didn’t feel anything. I would run into him when I went to 
visit my uncle. 

Around March, he told me directly, “I am very much fond 
of you. Please marry me.” I told him that I have to think about it, 
and then I'll let him know. But he wouldn’t listen. He said, “‘I 
cannot live without you.” 

Soon after, I too began to feel affection for him. We began 
to meet occasionally. My uncle’s daughter found out and she 
informed me angrily, “That boy takes drugs. Beware of him.” I 
was shocked. When I confronted him, he denied it completely. 
He said, “If I took drugs, would I have such a healthy body?” 
But one day when I was visiting my uncle, I saw him smoking 
hashish. Naturally, we had a huge fight. I stopped speaking to 
him. Meanwhile, it appeared as if he indeed could not live without 
me. He began to indulge in drugs even more. He did not take 
care of himself. As for myself, my exams were approaching, but 
I could not concentrate on my studies. I would think of him 
constantly and want to cry. He also could not let me go. He called 
me on the phone frequently and would plead, “Please, meet me 
at least once.” When | couldn’t bear it any longer, I went to see 
him. He confessed everything. 

He had studied only up to eighth class. After that, he had 
gotten into drugs and abandoned his studies. He was taken to a 
police-run treatment center, but it was a difficult habit to give up. 
When I entered his life, he promised to himself that he would 
change. He said if I were to be with him, he would improve his 
ways. In fact, he had told everyone in his family that he was in 
love with me. His parents met me and also advised me to marry 
him because they were sure that he would then give up drugs. So 


> Birgunj is a borer town south of Kathmandu 
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I too began to care about him. I thought that if he could become 
a better person because of me, then why not help. Both he and 
his parents urged me to get married soon. 

Unfortunately, just then everyone in my family found out. 
They were very angry and wanted to know why had I become 
involved with a man who took drugs. Naturally, they became 
very strict with me. I could no longer use the phone. It was such 
a stressful situation that I was unable to sit for my SLC exams. 
One day, one of my brother’s friends said, “That boy has AIDS.” 
I could not believe it. I thought he was trying it to scare me. 

One day when he called me, I asked him about it. But he 
said it was not true. I found opportunities to go and see him 
secretly. Once, I asked him to have a blood test. He became very 
angry. “I did not realise you were such a selfish person,” he said, 
“Tf I do in fact have that illness, will you leave me?” I tried very 
hard to reason with him. I said if indeed you are sick, let us try to 
treat it. We don’t have to get married, we can be happy just being 
with each other. He refused to listen. He was bent on getting 
married. He even claimed that after we got married, he would 
not have sex with me. Meanwhile, my family members continued 
their strict vigilance over me. What was I to do? Everyone said 
he had AIDS, but he said he didn’t. He explained that even if I did 
have HIV, it is curable. It is only AIDS that is incurable. 

I avoided meeting him many times. But then his brother or 
mother would call saying that he was not in good health. When I 
could resist it no longer, I eloped with him to Hetauda* and got 
married there. He had promised not to have sexual relations 
with me. But do you think men keep their word about such things? 
Even though he used condoms, they broke many times. 
Afterwards, I myself stopped being careful. I just felt that ... well, 
whatever had happened had already happened. I often pleaded 
with him to marry another woman who also had HIV and he could 
call me his wife in the open society, but he simply refused. 


* Hetauda is a six hour drive south of Kathmandu 
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Only recently did I discover that everyone in his home knew 
that he was HIV positive. I also found out that it can cause AIDS. 
It is not proper to talk about such things in our school or college, 
so there is no way for us to obtain the correct information. I’ve 
been told that his father was the first one to know. He knew it 
back when he took his son to the police-run treatment center. 
Now I wonder why they behaved with me this way. I ask myself 
if a sick boy like him had wanted to marry their sister or daughter, 
would they have agreed? 

My own family has pretty much disowned me. My older 
brother who is now in America has said that he will not even 
look at my face ever again. No one ever comes to see me, and 
why should they, really? After all, because of my reckless 
ways, I have brought shame to them all. I constantly think of my 
uncles, aunts, grandparents, brothers and cry a lot. I’ve been told 
not to worry so much because I’!] become weaker. So I try to 
hold myself together. 

I have always been very afraid of death. Now, I am going to 
die soon. I am only 18 years old and I doubt I will reach 25. But 
the worst part is that | am now pregnant. It is only normal for a 
woman to be happy when she becomes a mother, but I am also 
very concerned. I am afraid my baby too has been infected already. 
I don’t want to have an abortion. At least the baby will be my 
support ... and yet what support? | am going to die soon, and 
who will support my baby then? 

My husband is still irresponsible. He says, “I don’t care, no 
matter what happens.” He doesn’t inject drugs, but smokes 
hashish. We fight a lot. His parents and his brother support me 
too, and, in its own way, it’s a pleasant home and time passes as 
I putter around. I talk and laugh a lot in order to forget my 
problems. So far, we both remain healthy, thanks to God’s grace. 
Now, I pray that my child will be born negative. Please pray for 
me, okay? 


—  —a 


“In the end, it’s up to the individual 
himself.” 


Ashish 
Age: 23 


My name is Ashish. I was born in the Tarai.' I had a good 
family background and my childhood was spent happily. I have 
brothers and sisters. 

I studied up to class nine in my village, but dropped out 
because I was hanging out with the wrong crowd. We were 
smoking grass, cutting classes, that sort of stuff. I was only 
interested in having fun and relaxing. From a young age, I was 
smoking cigarettes, chewing tobacco, running away from home 
I began smoking joint... then took phensedy], nitrosun (a sleeping 
pill). I did not like being alone. 

I started going to Biratnagar* and buying drugs as well as 
bringing them back to sell. One day when I couldn’t find any 
drugs, a friend suggested that we try tidigesic. I didn’t know 
what it was, and my friend explained to me that it was just like 
grass. I said, “Fine, let’s try it then.” But we couldn’t find tidigesic 
that day, so we got brown sugar.’ We took the drug at an addicts 


' Tarai is the narrow strip of flat lowlands along Nepal's southern borde 
with India 

? Birainagar is the second largest, city in Nepal. 
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shooting gallery known as Number Five. I was quite afraid as it 
was the first time I was taking brown sugar. My friends said, 
“Okay, Ashish, now you do it.” So I cooked the brown sugar in a 
bowl, added some lime juice and took it. A little later, my arms 
and legs felt weak, my body light, the nose would itch. I also felt 
an immense tranquillity. I decided that I would take this drug 
rather than a joint or phensedyl. I used it for almost seven months. 

Afterwards, you couldn’t find brown sugar anymore, but 
phensedyl was abundantly available. Our home was four hours 
from Biratnagar. So I would go there quite often to pass time. In 
fact, I came into contact with drug pushers and worked for them. 
I used to supply brown sugar. Our main boss in India would tell 
us where to distribute the drugs. I became a drug smuggler from 
India into Nepal and vice-versa. 

I was 17 years old when I was doing this. But my family 
pressured me to stop this work. Since I always came home high 
on drugs, my family would ask me what I was up to. At first, I 
lied. But later, I confessed. 

I was never afraid of my father. I also didn’t care whether 
people disliked me because of what I did. I was arrogant about 
my family’s wealth. It was our money I was spending, not 
someone else’s! So all I did was hang out with friends who did 
drugs. I would enjoy sitting for hours, doing nothing. I didn’t 
care for girls. All I was concerned about was how to get enough 
money to buy my drugs. Finally, my family sent me to Kathmandu 
because they felt I was going from bad to worse. 

In Kathmandu, I joined a night school. But, really, who 
studies in a night school? Soon, I was out drinking instead of 
being in class. I would ask for money from home for “personal” 
needs and spend it shooting tidigesic, smoking grass. I would 
get into fights and brawls. In Kathmandu, I stayed with 
close relatives, so there was heavy control from the home front, 
but still... 

The high from one shot of tidigesic would last me for two 
or three days. So far, I’ve never been caught by the police. In 
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fact, once my father had me forcibly taken to a treatment 
center called Asha run by the police. I had caused trouble 
in Kathmandu and had fled to Narayanghat.* One of my 
uncles was in the police. My father used his connection to pul 
me in the treatment center. 

I stayed there for three months. Before I left, | had a medical 
checkup at the center. I had AIDS. My main guess is that I got 
AIDS at the center. It was not very strict. We all lived there like < 
big family. We used to share blades to shave. We shared needles 
when injecting tidigesic. | have not had many.sexual relations 
but did indulge in it occasionally. However, I don’t think I was 
HIV positive before I entered the treatment center. 

As soon as I was admitted into the center, they did a medica 
checkup. After two months, another checkup was done. When - 
left the center, they gave me my report. At first, I didn’t gues: 
that I had contracted this disease. I found out only later. It is ar 
odd situation. You can have this disease, but you won’t know 
how you got it. There are so many things going on when you are 
having a trip. You can’t know what is going on exactly. You have 
to know beforehand that someone is infected. There are so many 
addicts out there who are infected, and their attitude 1s, hell, since 
I have this disease, I’m going to infect my friends too! I’m goins 
to destroy their families. 

I even heard that addicts were pricking others with usec 
needles in movie theaters. Thankfully, it was only a rumor. Bu 
you never know about such things. There are certainly addict: 
there who feel that since they have this disease, they will nov 
infect others too. But I’ve never felt that way. 

Actually, I was a spoiled child. I always got what I wanted 
My parents tried very hard to educate me. They sent me t 
many schools, they must have spent around 500,000 rupees fo 
my education. 

Lonce broke my leg because | got into a fight while I wa 


* Narayanghat is a trading town four hours drive southeast of Kathmandu 
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high on grass, beer and other drugs. It was Dasain® time. I ran 
into an old enemy of mine. While we were fighting, the police 
arrived. My friends who were with me all fled. But when you are 
on tidigesic, you feel very strong. Everyone looks very tiny and 
insignificant. Well, I too fled, with the police chasing me in their 
van. I ran into a friend’s home, but, unfortunately, he wasn’t there. 
Meanwhile, the police was almost upon me. I ran to the roof and 
jumped—and broke my left leg. All this occurred on Friday night. 
The next day, Saturday, was a holiday. So there was no doctor 
available to operate on my leg. When my leg was operated upon 
afterwards, the doctor bungled it. I even filed a court case, 
accusing him of carelessness that destroyed my leg. But I later 
dropped it. That doctor, who was the chief of the hospital, 
destroyec my leg. Now, I limp. 

Youd think that one would quit drugs after going through 
so much pain and suffering, but not me. I continued using the 
very thing that was the source of all my troubles. The only thing 
that attracted me was drugs. [| had got some money from my 
family tostart a business, and that too disappeared on drugs. I 
lost manythings over drugs. I regret it now, but the past can’t be 
reclaimed 

Thincing over my past, I now want to change track. I want 
to spend ny life in a better way. I got married eight months ago. 
My famil’ knows I am HIV positive. When I myself found out, I 
did not paic. I have to accept this. It’s not going to go away if I 
scream am shout. I’ll be better off if | maintain the proper mental 
attitude. Ibelieve there will be a cure for it soon because this Is a 
very old lisease. I am convinced of this. And when the cure is 
found, I vill go to any spot in the world for treatment. This 
convictiot has kept me alive so far. If the cure is not found soon, 
then I shdl try to live as well as I can until my death. If I take 
care of nyself and eat properly, I will probably live for another 
fifteen yars or so. 
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Nowadays, I no longer use tidigesic, but I occasionally smoke 
grass because it is good for one’s body. | live with my family 
these days. We own a financial institution. We also used to own 
four buses, and I used to look after this transport business. But 
we had to sell them because of my unmanageable behaviour. | 
have been unable to earn any money, but my father is very wealthy. 

I was once in the army for four years. Then the police force 
for seven months. Before I joined the army, I was a hoodlum. 
My name was mentioned in a rape case. To protect myself from 
this accusation, I joined the army. My family knew peogle in the 
army and used that connection to get me in because I was still 
underage at that time, maybe I was fifteen years old. sta friends 
got caught up in that rape case. 

In many ways, I became an even worse person sien I was 
an army man. We had night duty. We roamed around, dank, and 
caused trouble in public places like the bus station. Sol left the 
army because I saw myself deteriorating. Instead, I jpined the 
police, where I was very good in physical educatim. I even 
became an instructor. Unfortunately, my behaviour did pt change 
when I was in the police either. I used to smoke grassand take 
tidigesic, but secretly. I wouldn’t get high openy. Many 
policemen take drugs. They would harass other addict as well. 

Say I am an addict and you are a policeman. Yo! demand 
money from me, and if I don’t have it, then you, a pyliceman, 
simply rob me of whatever I happen to possess at thatmoment. 
So instead of helping a junkie, the police simply takes dvantage 
of his helpless situation. He will say, “You do your cugs, but 
pay me monthly.” I’ve seen a lot of this. Most policema are like 
that. If you pay them off, they leave you alone. If not,hey will 
take your ring, your watch. They will threaten you @ simply 
throw you in jail. Their responsibility is to protect us help us 
become better citizens and protect our nation. Instead hey take 
advantage of their position and situation. | 

I did not see much hope for me in the police force ither, so 
I quit. I did nothing except eat, sleep, hang around aid cause 
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tension at home. A person will not become better if you hit him, 
punish him or threaten him. The way to improve him is through 
love, encouragement and care. Sometimes, even that doesn’t 
work. In the end, it’s up to that individual himself. You get into 
drugs because of friends. They encourage you, seduce you into 
it. They give it to you for free at first until you develop a habit. 

I used to spend about 400 rupees a day on drugs, cigarettes 
and so on. I have always had money in my life. My pocket was 
never empty. | never had to borrow from anyone or depend upon 
anyone for my expenses. Of course, I got it from my family. I 
would ask money for movies, to do business or to do something 
else. I’d use it on drugs, eat in restaurants, to travel... I lived in 
Delhi for a month. What can I say? My story, really, is very long. 

When my family found out I had HIV, they told me not to 
do drugs anymore, but to take care of myself. They give me a 
lot of love and care. I can’t say the same of the environment 
outside of my home. Those who do not understand drugs take a 
negative position, but those who are aware of the destruction 
caused by drugs tend to be more sympathetic. They are not so 
quick to judge. 

I got married in Kathmandu. It was a love marriage. We 
can’t live without each other. At first, ours was a short and intense 
period of attraction that developed into a long period love. Then, 
it became deep, very deep. We were simply mad about each other, 
couldn’t’stay out of sight even for a moment. She knew I used to 
take drugs. She said, “If I had known in the very beginning that 
you had AIDS, perhaps I would have been able to leave you, but 
not now. I will marry you now. Even if I live for only a few days, 
| want to be with you when I die.” 

So I said, all right then, if you are willing to get married, 
let’s do so. My wife’s family didn’t know at first that I had AIDS, 
but they found out later. And they said to her that if she insisted 
on getting married with me, then she could. They told her to take 
care of her health, and to not worry because there will be a cure 
for AIDS. My father-in-law treats me well now, not like before. 
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I’m on the right track these days. I feel trusted and loved. 

My wife has not had a blood test yet. I want to think that because 
she has not had a test, she is all right. | use condoms during sex. 
Once or twice, the condom has broken, so I don’t know if my 
wife has been infected or not. On the other hand, my wife says 
that she too should contract AIDS as I have it. She tells me not to 
use condoms. I say no. Just because I have it doesn’t mean she 
should too. But she says, “You have it, I should too.” I have said 
Pl think about it. 
So our life goes on, and it remains to be seen until how 
long. You see, the condom broke about two months ago, so I’m 
afraid maybe she too is infected. I’m very worried about this. I 
haven’t told anyone, but I feel a lot of tension because of it. My 
wife has said, ‘Infect me too. It’s better if we both have it. If you 
die, what will I do all alone?” 

Marriage is not only for sex. You also want children. I used 
to think that if this disease remained with only the parents and 
could not contract the children, then I was willing to have them. 
But I understand the kids may also get it, or they may not. The 
opinion is divided. Pm still thinking about this. We’ll see what 
happens. We are not planning on having kids right now. My wife 
and I are both happy together. 
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“If | ever meet that evil boy again, | 
won't let him go!” 


Janaki 
Age: 16 


I was born in a village in Janakpur.' My father has a large 
plot of land. I have four older brothers and a married sister. | am 
the youngest. I was even educated. I used to attend school with 
my brothers and studied until class seven. My brothers are 
educated too, and one of them is in the Nepal army. A soldier, 
I believe. 

While I was attending school in my village, something began 
to happen. I’m not sure why exactly, but this boy started to follow 
me everyday. “Want to go see a movie?” he would ask. Sometimes 
he would give me sweets. It’s not as if we got to know each other 
very well. You know, some people can cast a spell, like black 
magic, and maybe that’s what he did to me. It seems like I was 
rushing after him. Anyway, I came with him to Kathmandu, just 
this past October. 

We took a room in Chabel. The boy said he was from 
Jhapa.” I only stayed with him for four months. “I have work, I 
make lots of money,’ he used to say. At first, he did give me lots 
of nice clothes and good food. But he didn’t have a job. He would 


‘Janakpur is a town near the Indian border south-east of Kathmandu 
2 Jhapa district is on Nepal's eastern border with India 
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go off to meet all sorts of people. I would often say, “Let’s just 
go home, to Jhapa, “ but he said his parents were very strict, that 
they might just even kill us! 

Kathmandu, as you know, is very expensive. So he suggested 
that we both go to Punjab in India and work and earn money. We 
would return to Jhapa during the Dasain’ festival. When we have 
money, even the parents will accept us, he said. I often asked 
him to have our photos taken together, but he always refused. 

Two months later, I met a girl from my village. She was 
very close to my family, almost like my sister. She told me that 
my brothers were searching for me. She also said that the boy 
had told the others in the village that I had gone off to my mother’s 
parents, but it was clear that she knew the real story about us. 

I told my boy that I had been informed that my brothers 
were looking for me. He became scared and we left Chabel and 
moved to a small room in Baneswor. There was no water and the 
room was dark, but he said, “So what? We will soon go to India.” 
Staying there all day doing nothing, I became bored. I had taken 
my army brother’s phone number from that “sister” from my 
village and I called him one day at his barracks. He was very 
alarmed to hear from me. He said that my boy was a known 
crook, a dangerous man. He sold women into prostitution in 
Bombay. I too became afraid and gave my address to my brother. 

When the boy found out that I had spoken with my brother, 
he ran away. He even left his clothes. For four months, I didn’t 
see or hear from him, and to think I was ready to go to India with 
him! Naturally, my brother was very angry with me. After all, I 
was his sister and he was very concerned about me. And yet, 
despite everything, I didn’t want to go back home to the village. 
Instead, I went to live with that “sister.” 

Later, I fell sick. I began suffering from diarrohea and 
dysentery. Lots of rashes appeared all over my body, even in 
places I can’t mention. I think that “sister” had some suspicions 


3 Dasain is the most important Hindu festival celebrated in Nepal 


Janaki 69 


because she mentioned AIDS to me. She knew about it because 
she had heard about this disease over the radio. I knew almost 
nothing about these things. In our village, they explained AIDS 
as syphillis, and I had heard that you could get it simply by 
wearing clothes of an infected person. I used to believe that one 
should detest such people. And now I am like that. I wonder 
what evil things I did. 

When I went to the hospital in Teku, I was told I had HIV, 
but since I did not know what that meant, everything was 
explained to me. However, I still haven’t told that “sister” about 
it. I think one of my brothers suspects, because he gave me the 
address of Prerana.t Nowadays, I work at there, where | have 
also made many friends. I understood many things after I started 
coming here. We receive medicine as well as counseling and are 
also trained to counsel others who have HIV or AIDS. 

I went home during Dasain and everyone forgave me. I felt 
terrible that I had caused so much shame and humiliation. Yet, 
they still care about me very much. Because I am so thin, my 
mother was very concerned about me and told me to stay, but I 
didn’t want to. What if my illness spread among the others? I 
haven’t told anyone in my family about it, of course. 

I continue to share a room with that “sister”’ My family sends 
me all provisions - rice, cooking oil, and so on. When I need 
money, one of my brothers gives me. My days are spent at the 
Prerana office, but I worry at night. It was easier when I didn’t 
know about my illness, but now that I do, I am very scared. I 
am often sick. I have to take lots of medicine, which I get from 
Teku hospital. 

Just a few months ago, one of our friends died of AIDS. Ever 
since, I’ve felt terrible. I’ve been told that as long you have HIV 
you’re all right. Once you get AIDS, well, it’s very dangerous. 


4 Prerana is a support center started by and for those who have HIV/AIDS in 
Kathmandu. Besides providing emotional support, it also offers food, shelter, 
counselling, and job training. 
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I’ve seen all this and I’m very afraid. There is a part of me 
that says I should go back home, for these days, my 
situation has become worse. Even two to four months ago, I 
was fine, and here I am, just sixteen years old, and I have this 
fearful disease. 

If | ever meet that boy again, I wouldn’t let him go. Oh no! 
I’m sure that evil boy knew about all this. When he lived with 
me, he too was often sick with dysentery and had rashes all over. 
But that horrible boy never told me anything. If I could only get 
my hands on him! 
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“We are the first Nepali couple with 
AIDS to get married. 


Sharan 
Age: 33 


My name is Sharan Chhetri. I was born in Kalimpong near 
Darjeeling in India. I quit school and left home. I arrived in 
Siliguri and stayed at a religious orphanage run by the Guru 
Maharaj Foundation. From there, I went on to live in several 
places in India such as Delhi, Dehra Dun and Bhardwaj where I 
found a job in a press. I worked as a composer, binder, stuff like 
that. But I was unable to do this sort of work. 

Some time later, I received a letter from my mother. She 
had left Kalimpong and moved to Kathmandu. So I came to 
Kathmandu. But the trouble was that my mother was married to 
a different man, so I had a stepfather. He was a Tamang! and we 
were Chhetri. I just didn’t get along with him. I still remember 
how my uncle, my mother’s brother, beat her with a belt. He was 
furious that she, a high-caste Chhetri woman, had married an 
untouchable "Bhote". That was the real reason [ had fled to Delhi. 
Later, when my mother found out I was there, she sent 300 rupees. 
That’s how I returned to Kathmandu. 

My own father’s name was Dil Kumar Chhetri. But in my 


' The Tamang are an ethnic group who live in and around Kathmandu valley. 
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citizenship certificate, | have “Megh Bahadur Chhetri’ written 
as my father’s name. Megh Bahadur Chhetri is the name of my 
mother’s sister’s husband. He is the one who raised me when I 
was a child. My father owned a car repair shop as well as a watch 
shop in Siliguri. But then he became greedy. If you become too 
greedy, you lose what you have. He left all this behind and opened 
a bicycle-repair shop in a village. Then, I think, he was seduced 
... bewitched by a beautiful girl. For he just stayed away, you 
know. | still recall that we received a letter from him after 22 
days. Then another one after three months. Then we lost track of 
him completely. Later, we heard from others that he had reached 
Thimpu [in Bhutan]. We also stopped worrying about him. 
But soon after, my mother married that stupid man and came 
to Kathmandu. 

I lived with my mother and my stepfather. I started school 
again, but I hated this arrangement. My stepfather too, beat my 
mother over little things such as he couldn’t find his toothbrush 
or toothpaste. I would get very angry whenever he beats her. 
Sometimes, I would chase him with a knife in my hand. Since I 
was always fighting with him, I left the house and went to live 
with my uncle. I found out later that my stepfather also left 
my mom without telling her. My mother cried for days, and 
then a week later, she too left ... where she went or where she 
is now, I have no idea. If | dwell upon those days, even now, 
I become distressed. From that time onwards, this boy, Sharan, 
started going bad. 

Anyway, I left home and went to live with my uncle. I made 
friends, but I continued to be preoccupied with my past. I had 
left India and come to Kathmandu to be with my mother, even 
my stepfather, with great anticipation and longing. But I got 
nothing. And I didn’t know what to do.... The truth is that I was 
terribly hurt that my mother married again. And he used to beat 
her, and since she couldn’t beat him, she would drink. That’s 
when I beat my mother. Yes, I even hit my own mother. I suppose 
I'll pay for my evil act some day. I wonder now, why I ever hit 
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her. Later, some people suggested that perhaps my mother was a 
victim of witchcraft, so I had a local faith healer come and try to 
cure her. 

Even though I lived with my uncle, I used to have my meals 
at a hotel in Naxal. Since there was no one to look after me, I 
slowly started becoming a thug. I was always picking fights. It 
was during my days as a troublemaker that I chased my stepfather 
with a knife. If I ever run into Dawa Lama, that is my stepfather’s 
name, Dawa Lama, he'd better watch out! As for my mother, 
I still tell friends that she is around, that she is at home, but, 
of course, the truth is that I have no idea whether she is dead 
or alive. 

When I was around 18 years, I become a scalper of movie 
tickets at a local movie theater. My friends were sons of wealthy 
people. One of them, Bijay, died in a motorcycle accident. After 
that, I felt a little strange. You know, I never used to drink, even 
when friends urged me to drink, I would refuse. I used to hate 
that stuff. My friends would count how many glasses of liquor 
they could consume. If one said, “Hey, I’ve had fifteen glasses,’ 
another would boast, ““That’s nothing, I’ve already reached 22.” 
One single glass would be enough for me. When people would 
smoke cigarettes, I would tell them, “Please, don’t blow smoke 
my way.” That’s the kind of person I used to be at one time, a 
nice, polite boy. Yet this nice boy also became a hated thug. 

When I was “working” as a scalper at the movie theater, I 
fell in love with a girl called Bidya. Her family owned a small 
tea shop. Our love affair lasted about four years. We talked about 
marriage. But since I was a Chhetri and she was a Newar,’ her 
family protested. We didn’t meet for a month. Then Bidya 
committed suicide. Her family told others that she had died of 
meningitis, but I suspected suicide. Her body was taken to the 
cremation pyre at Pashupati temple. I hid in a corner and watched 
her body burn. 


? The Newari people are the indigenous people of Kathmandu Valley 
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After this event, my life took a very different turn. I couldn’t 
do without liquor. I started meeting women. At that time, as a 
scalper, I had saved around 22,000 rupees. My intention was to 
buy a second-hand tempo [three-wheeler taxi]. I am also a 
man who is interested in music. I used to own a guitar as well as 
other musical instruments. But I started drinking too much. I 
quit scalping tickets, but couldn’t find any other job. [ spent all 
my savings. 

However, I had to do something, had to eat. I found a job 
repairing radio at a radio shop. While working there, I fell in 
love with another girl, and we got married in a strange ceremony. 
It occurred during Dasain festival. The man who would become 
my father-in-law called me to his home. His daughter was also 
present. He asked his daughter, “Do you want to marry this man?” 
She said, “Yes.” Her father continued, “He doesn’t have a job or 
a home. How will you live?” She answered, “I'll live with him 
even if all I have for meals is hot water.” So he put tika on both 
of us. The marriage “ceremony’’ was over. 

Since I didn’t have a place of my own, I stayed with my 
wife’s family for a few days, but moved into a rented room soon 
after. Unfortunately, the radio shop where I worked was sold, 
and I was once again unemployed. My wife worked in a garment 
factory. I began drinking again, and the money my wife earned 
was no longer enough. We didn’t pay rent for three or four months. 
I had borrowed some money to pay the rent, and I had given it to 
my wife. Later, she didn’t find that money where she had kept. 
She suspected I had taken it and spent it on drinks. But I hadn't 
taken that money at all. Naturally, we had a huge fight. I was 
very angry so I beat her and even attempted to stab her with a 
knife. But she managed to escape. Soon after, she left me. We 
have two sons, they live with their mother. I was married for 
about seven years. 

After my wife left me, I was having sex regularly with two 
women. But I fell sick a few months later. When I went for a 
checkup, I discovered I had syphillis. I took medications and 
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was feeling fine, but I fell sick again. When I had a checkup 
again, it turned out I had AIDS. 

Iam now 33 years old. I have had AIDS for three years. People 
like us who have AIDS or who are HIV positive have established 
an institution called Prerana. I am the vice-president. I work 
educating others about AIDS and am also ready to sacrifice my 
life for the benefit of others. 

My ex-wife knows that I have AIDS. 7 gave my name when I 
was once interviewed in a local FM radio station. She heard my 
interview and found out I had AIDS. She called me the next day 
and berated me for making it public. She said, “So you have 
AIDS, but do you have to tell everybody about it?” But what I say 
is that those of us who have AIDS have to be open about it. We 
shouldn’t lie. This is my advice to my friends. 

Recently, I got married to Asha. She, too, is HIV positive. 
About eight years ago, there of us—Asha, Kopila, and myself— 
started Prerana so that those of us who had this illness could 
come together, share our stories and help each other. Kopila died 
of AIDS just a few months ago. Asha used to tell me from the 
very beginning, when we first met each other at Prerana, not to 
take drugs and drinks. Later, slowly, we spent time together, 
talking about our lives. About four months ago, when I was 
preparing to go to arehabilitation center in Pokhara, Asha tearfully 
bid me goodbye. She also asked me to get well quickly and come 
back to her and also to phone her regularly from Pokhara. That 
was when I realized that she loved me very much. In fact, Asha 
was the first to propose marriage. I duly accepted. We are the 
first Nepali couple with AIDS to get married. 
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“Twas thrown out of a home into the 
Streets, but who is going to take me 
away from the streets into ahome?” 


Rama 
Age: 29 


I do not recall my parents at all. I was told that my mother 
died soon after my birth and my father when I was about four 
years old. My home is a village somewhere in the hills, but 
where exactly, I have no idea. Apparently someone in the village 
looked after me for the next two or three years, but, really, who 
wants to take care of someone else’s child? Then, I understand, 
that the person who had been looking after me brought me to 
Kathmandu and left me in a family’s home. I was supposed to 
work in that household. I do have a faint recollection of being 
brought to Kathmandu by someone. 

It was a small family—husband, wife and a baby boy. He 
was in the police force, she stayed home. My job was to look 
after the baby, and since I myself was very young, they 
didn’t make me work too much. I usually just played with the 
child. After about a year, I started to help in the kitchen, make 
tea, and so on. 

My employer was a good person. She liked me, fed and 
clothed me well. I suppose it was because I was poor and an 
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orphan. As for the man of the house, the Sahab,! well, he used to 
get drunk and rowdy. It seems to me that that is all these 
police people do. The family even sent me to school. I have 
studied until class four. I can read and make out what the local 
papers write. 

After five years in Kathmandu, the Sahab, was transferred 
to Birgunj. We all went with him. Since the baby boy had grown 
up, he was placed in a boarding school in Kathmandu. In Birgun), 
my mistress started to teach in a school and she made me 
responsible for all the housework. I could no longer attend school. 
But [ was treated very well. 

Occasionally, the Sahab would arrive home in the afternoon. 
He would tell me to go buy a small bottle of liquor and cook 
some food. Soon, he started teasing and joking around with me. 
He even said he would marry me. He began a sexual relationship 
with me. I seldom left the house, because I was very afraid of the 
people there. They all looked very Indian and fearsome. I was 
very innocent of the ways of the real world. 

I was perhaps 14 or 15 when the Sahab started to fool around 
with me, so what was I to do? And he had threatened me, saying, 
“Tf you tell your mistress, I’ll throw you in jail.” I had no one to 
call my own or from whom I could seek help. 

I became pregnant. My mistress of course, found out. She 
suspected I had been seeing some boy and so, she beat me. Oh 
God, I cried a lot. Who was going to accuse her own husband! 
Even though she was a woman, she found fault in me as a woman. 

I’m sure she knew I wasn’t that kind of a girl, but naturally, she 
was not going to blame her own husband. 

They took me to a lady doctor they knew in Birgunj who 
examined me and performed an operation. After ten days, even 
though I was bleeding all over, they threw me out. Only later did 
I learn that the doctor had aborted my baby. They gave me three 


' Sahab, also Sahib, is a male figure of authority: a husband, employer, 
master of the house. 
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or four hundred rupees and told me to go to Kathmandu, as if I 
had friends and family there! I was almost a child then, but if I 
had been older and wiser, like I am now, I certainly wouldn’t 
have gone away so meekly. 

In Kathmandu, I found a job washing dishes in a tea shop. 
Soon after, I met a traffic policeman. He used to come and have 
tea. He was very nice to me and said he would marry me. He 
gave me sindoor-potey’ and took me to live in his room. I stayed 
with him for a whole year. Then I found out that he was a married 
man, had a wife and two children somewhere in Bhairawa.’ He 
left me, taking with him all the belongings. Again, there I was, a 
woman all alone and no idea what to do. How was I to earn my 
living? I had almost no education, and unless someone 
recommended me, no one would hire me as a servant. So where 
was I going to live? One man destroyed me because he was my 
master, the other because he was my husband. | lost all hope. 

I made a few friends, and soon, I was selling my body. I 
found out I could make good money, even as much as 2,000 
rupees when business was brisk. Of course, there were some who 
not only didn’t want to pay but tried to beat you up afterwards. 
Countless customers are members of the police and army, but 
unfortunately, they are very reluctant to pay. The moment you 
start fighting with the police, they throw you in jail. 

Last year, a new head of the police department was 
appointed, and things became more difficult for us. There were 
more police raids, and in one of them, some of my friends were 
arrested, so I left Kathmandu for Hetauda, where the business 
was even better! The women get together and open shops along 
the highway and conduct their business. It was a good setup for 
me too. Unfortunately, my luck ran out. 

Some two months later, some people from something called 
NGO, showed up. They talked with us for a long time and taught 
us a lot, especially that we must make our customers use condoms. 


? To offer-‘sindoor-potey” to a woman is to propose marriage 
3 Bhairawa is a city six hours drive southwest of Kathmandu 
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But, you see, men just don’t want to use them. If we insist, we 
won't be able to continue our business. Meanwhile, our blood 
had been tested and we were soon told that some of the blood 
had some germ in it and that it caused an illness called AIDS. 
They told us to stop our business. If we did, what else could we 
do? You tell me. 

I was thrown out of a home into the streets, but who is going 
to take me away from the streets and into a home? If I too had 
parents like yours who look after you, I would also stay home 
peacefully. But who will take care of me? If you will, I will come 
with you. Otherwise, I must continue my work. If I had the 
disease, I would be bed-ridden, right? As long as my body 
functions, I have to earn and save. For who will look after people 
like us when we become old? Society calls us “whores”, 
“prostitutes”, “streetwalkers” and other names, but, really, is it 
our fault? It’s fine for your politicians to sell the nation and 
ride in cars but we can’t sell our bodies to make a living? 
We have only sold our bodies, but the politicans are selling off 
the entire nation! 

And how did I benefit by working in a police officer’s home? 
It wasn’t my fault, was it? He lied and cheated and ruined a young 
girl’s life. All this because the politicians don’t care, that’s why. 
But when it’s time for elections and they need our votes, they 
pay respects to our sort too. 

What have the educated and the respectable people done for 
us anyway? Especially those doctors who do not even want to 
touch us. When we go to hospitals, they take all kinds of blood 
tests and tell us all sorts of things. Once I got so angry I simply 
left. After all, he is only making more money. He says don’t do 
this, don’t do that, but he never has had to sleep on the streets on 
an empty stomach. Look, people like you will never be able to 
understand us. All those NGO people show up, but nowadays I 
don’t even bother to talk to them. If there is indeed a “germ” in 
my blood, then I suppose I will die. But then, I don’t have anyone 
who will weep over my death. 
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“Every single moment in life is” 
precious to me.” 


Sunil 
Age: 28 


My name is Sunil. I was born in a respectable, well-off family 
in Kathmandu. Although my father is originally from the 
Tarai,' he grew up and was educated in Kathmandu. My mother 
was originally from Kathmandu. My parents had a love 
marriage. At that time, my father was a second class officer in 
the Nepali government bureaucracy. My mother died when I was 
one-year old. I don’t remember anything about my mother. I have 
a sister who is four years older. 

After my mother’s death, my father raised us. He would 
cook and feed us himself. He also managed to get to work on 
time. I would say that he did not make us feel the absence of our 
mother’s care and love. But he couldn’t do this forever. My sister 
was placed in a boarding school and I went to live with my father’s 
sister. My childhood was spent at her home. I started school and 
was a good student. 

Meanwhile, my father’s friends and relatives pressured him 
to get married again, which he did very reluctantly. His heart 


! Fhe Tarai is the narrow strip of flat lowlands along Nepal's southern border 
with India 
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wasn't in it. Then his sister said, “Now that you have a wife. 
your children must live with you.” So, I went to live 
with my father and step-mother. By this time, my father had 
become a first class officer in the government. I was studying in 
class five. 

The first few months, we all lived harmoniously. 
Unfortunately, it didn’t last long. Our home environment was 
not tranquil as discord was created. Instead of forming a loving 
attachment towards my stepmother, there was an air of hostility. 
My sister and stepmother were constantly bickering and this 
affected me mentally. I was quite young then. Anyway, in these 
disruptive ways, our family life continued. 

Then my sister got married. It was a love marriage. Her 
husband is a good man, a gentleman. And my stepmother gave 
birth to a son. My father, meanwhile, had been posted outside 
Kathmandu. After all, he was a government employee. I found 
myself living with my younger brother and his mother. My father 
would visit once a year for Dasain and Tihar? festivities. In the 
meantime, my stepmother had started harassing me with mean 
and stupid things like hiding the milk or sugar. I quickly got 
bored with her antics. Since my sister was married and gone, I 
began to feel alone; that in such a huge world, I had no one to 
call my own. 

These things were happening when I was in class ten. I soon 
started to smoke cigarettes and dope. After my SLC exams were 
over, I didn’t have to attend school. I felt even more lonely. I was 
alone in the afternoons too. At night, I was troubled with all sorts 
of thoughts and couldn’t sleep. I would remember my own dead 
mother. I was around sixteen years old and I didn’t have anyone 
with whom I felt close. So I began to seek comfort in drinks, 
dope and drugs. The results of our exams were published. I passed 
and started college. 


? Tihar is a five-day Hindu festival a month after Dasain especially important 
for brothers and sisters because it is an occasion for them to reunite. 


Unfortunately, I had also become a regular user of drugs. 
My stepmother knew about it, but not once did she say “You 
shouldn’t be doing such a bad thing.” I wonder these days why 
she never warned me about my drug use. It must be because she 
did not want me to become good person but a wicked one. And 
there was only one reason for that—my father’s wealth. 

After about three years, my father was transferred back to 
Kathmandu. Naturally, my stepmother talked about me to him, 
that I did this or that. You know, all sorts of stuff. She exposed 
me completely. My father beat me, but one doesn’t change simply 
because one is beaten up. He didn’t understand that I took drugs 
because I needed mental relief, that I wanted care and love 
which my family did not provide. Anyway, my father’s beating 
is one of the most unforgettable events in my life. He 
should have punished me long before. If he had been more 
strict with me when I was much younger, perhaps I would not 
have become what I am now. There was no one to look after me 
or keep me in check. 

At this time, I had passed my first year of commerce studies 
in college. But since I was hanging out with the wrong crowd, 
my father sent me off to my sister’s. In a note to her, my father 
wrote, “Your brother will stay with you for a few months, and, I 
hope, he will improve his behaviour.” I stayed with her for 
about three months and did in fact, give up drugs. So, yes, I 
was becoming a better person. But I couldn’t stay at my sister’s 
forever. She had her own family to look after. So I returned to 
my father’s home. 

I want to mention one thing. Just before I left to stay at my 
sister’s home, my stepmother had written on a piece of paper, 
which I signed, that I was a drug addict. That if | harmed anyone 
or damaged anything, my [father’s] family would not be 
responsible. And that I also would not seek my share of my 
father’s inheritors. 

My stepmother did not want me to stay in my father’s home 
even though he was quite happy to have me there. But since his 
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wife objected, well, he didn’t know what to do. On one hand, he 
wants his son, on the other, there 1s his young wife who will care 
for him in his old age. So my father told me to rent a place and 
live separately. This 1s a man who has wealth worth millions, 
owns two houses in Kathmandu, who owns land and property all 
over. But he couldn’t accommodate his own son. The man who 
is responsible for my birth, has become a stranger to me. This is 
another unforgettable event in my life. 

Even though I had uncles, aunts and cousins, I started to 
live alone. For about a year, my father gave me financial support. 
But ever since, despite daily hardship, I have not asked him for 
money. If I file a court case, I will get my share of wealth, but I 
haven’t done that. 

I found a job in a travel agency. The money was quite good 
too. I was 21 one years old. Unfortunately, even though I had 
gotten rid of my bad habits, I once again fell into drugs. I used to 
smoke dope and take phensedyl only. But this time around, I 
started using tidigesic. I often shared needles with friends. My 
father found out about this and he said, “From now on, as far as 
Iam concerned, my son is dead. When he dies, I will perform the 
necessary death rituals at Pashupati Temple,* but I will have been 
released from a very oppressive burden.” Imagine, I had to hear 
such words from my own father! 

I injected drugs, sharing needles, for two years. But then, | 
decided I had to get out of this terrible situation. Even though I 
couldn’t call anyone my own, I realized that I owed it to myself 
to live a better life. I went to Freedom Center for treatment. To 
get admitted, you require a guardian’s signature, but my own 
family was not interested. Instead, my maternal grandmother 
became my official guardian. I will be forever grateful for 
what she did. 

I was living a new life at the Center. However, a few months 
later, my stepmother showed up. She started crying, whining, 


3 Pashupati is the holiest Hindu temple in Nepal as well as a cremation Site. 
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begging and pleading with the Center authorities to let me go. 
But they declined. They knew all about my situation. So she left. 
The only reason I can think why she put up such a show was 
because she was scared that if I rehabilitated myself completely, 
then I would receive my father’s wealth. 

After I had been living at the Center for a year, I fell sick. I 
noticed blisters and rashes around my neck. I went to Patan 
hospital to be examined. My blood was tested and it indicated 
that I was HIV positive. For a second opinion, I 
had my blood tested in Teku* [AIDS Center]. Again, the result 
was positive. 

I understood the importance of life the day I was told I was 
HIV positive. I realised that every single moment in life is precious 
to me. I had so many dreams and plans for my life, but now they 
were meaningless. I have received my death sentence. Now, it’s 
only a matter of time. Of course, we all have to die one day, but 
it is different for someone who does not have my disease. 

Even though I have HIV, I will not fall back into my bad 
habits. Nowadays, I spend my time talking to others about the 
dangers of drugs, about HIV and so on. I hope, of course, that no 
one gets AIDS and that our society learns to accept those of us 
who do like normal human beings. 

My father knows I am HIV positive. My sister also knows. I 
had gone to her home to receive tika this past Tihar. We both 
cried a lot that day. I also asked forgiveness from my stepmother 
for causing her so much trouble, but she did not say anything, 

I have completed my bachelor’s degree in commerce. I 
ranked first in a one-year course related to accounting and 
management. I had a very good job, but I left it so I could counsel 
those who have HIV at Prerana. 

In conclusion, what I would like to say is that the e family is 
the child’s first school. If a family cannot give adequate love 
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and | protection to the children, then those children too, like’ me, 


* There is an AIDS and STD Center in Teku, Kathmandu. 
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will find themselves, knowingly or unknowingly, staring in the 
face of death at an early age. al 

Speaking of our society, I want to say that it should do all it 
can to help those unfortunate people who want to break free of 
the clutches of drug addiction—and these days, many of our 


youths need such help, support, care and love. 
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“No mother gives birth to a whore, it 
is society that produces one... 


Saili 
Age: 30 


I found out I had AIDS two years ago. I inject tidigesic.' I’ve 
been doing it for about three to four years. Once, instead of 
shooting it into my vein, I injected it elsewhere, and soon my 
arm was swollen. So I went to Bir Hospital, and the moment 
doctors looked at me, they exclaimed, “She's a junkie!” They 
tested my blood and informed me the next day that I had AIDS. 
They wanted me to go to Teku hospital. They would not even 
dress my wound. I sat down and told them I was not going to go 
to Teku either. 

Later, I visited Life Giving and Life Saving Society (LALS, 
an NGO). There, my blood was tested and it turned out to be 
positive after all. My husband, however, was negative. He is my 
second husband. I separated from my first one a long time ago. 

What can I tell you about my life? As a matter of fact, people 
like us, our lives are worthless. It’s people like you, educated 


! Tidigesic (t.d.) is a pain reliever witha sedative effect. Only the government 
approved pharmacy has the authority to sell it. T.D. is available in table 
form or in 2 ml. ampoule. 
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and wealthy, who have meaningful, worthwhile lives. The polite 
society describes us as “junkie,” “whore,” and “prostitute.” But, 
you see, no mother gives birth to a “whore”, it is the society that 
produces one. Another thing is that if you know rich people, ride 
in a car, then no matter how many men you sleep with, you will 
never be known as a “whore.” Don’t you think such girls exist? 
Who is going to call you names if you are pretty, get your hair 
done in a salon and ride in cars with wealthy men? It’s only us 
poor streetwalkers that society despises. 

1 was born right here in Kathmandu. My father was a 
trolleybus driver and my mother worked in various homes. My 
mother died when I was ten years old and my father remarried. 
My stepmother was very mean. She used to make me work to 
the bone. She had a brother who lived with us and he used to 
abuse me. I was very young, so I was afraid to tell anybody. 

When I was around 14, he said he would find work for me 
and took me away. I left without telling anyone. He turned out to 
be a pimp and he got me working in that manner. I think my 
stepmother knew about it. They probably split my earnings. Since 
I began to do that kind of work, I met others who were in the 
same business. Soon, I began to smoke and drink. Slowly but 
surely, I also started taking smack. 

I must have had been about sixteen then. For just around 
this time, I met a boy who also took smack. I began to live with 
him in his room. We actually got married. At first, we got along 
quite well. We both were doing drugs, but his income wasn’t 
enough for both of us, so I went back to the streets. Once I started 
making money, that bastard quit working! I got pretty angry and 
left him. However, he would find customers and bring them to 
me. Later, he started keeping all the money. You tell me, wouldn’t 
you get angry too? So I left my husband for good. 

Unfortunately, I had to have my drugs, especially smack. 
So I started going into India and smuggling drugs back into Nepal, 
where I not only sold them for higher prices, but could also set 
aside enough for my own use. Once, the police arrested me. A 


act tictineecneirenmen os ee EE 


Sail 97 


court case was brought against me for drug offence and I was 
jailed for two years. 

The reality is that those police bastards themselves are 
crooks. This is something that the Nepali people should be aware 
of. In my profession, it is the police themselves who are our 
frequent customers. And the bastards want to be respected in 
public! When I was a working girl, there were countless customers 
who belonged to the army and police. 

When I first went to the women’s jail for two full years, I 
had no access to drugs. But it was pretty good. I got my meals as 
well as ten rupees per day. Once I was released, I went right back 
to drugs. Ask yourself, does a dog ever let go of a bone? Well, 
this habit is just like that. But smack had become very expensive. 
And if you were arrested, you had to face drug charges. 
Meanwhile, tidigesic had become available. It is actually a 
medicine, and you can trip on it. If you take it as a pill, it does 
not do much. But if you inject it, then you can really trip. Besides, 
if the police catch you at it, the punishment is very light. There 
are no court cases and you don’t get thrown in prison. That is 
why these days most people are using tidigesic. | have been taking 
it now for about five years. We share needles among friends. I 
suppose that is how I contracted AIDS. If you don’t inject yourself 
in the right spot, then you really suffer. Sores develop, pus oozes 
out. It can be very painful. 

Four years ago, I remarried. My current husband 1s a good 
man. He too shoots tidigesic. We had a son, but he died when he 
was two months and sixteen days old. He was a little sick. I took 
him to Kanti Hospital for treatment and gave him medicine, but, 
sadly, it didn’t work. He died in his sleep. I suppose his time was 
up. But everything else seems all right these days. I am quite 
happy with my husband. We are surrounded by friends who are 
like us, take drugs, but we live harmoniously among ourselves. 
Pretty much all of us have this disease, but not my husband. That 
is why I don’t share needles with him. We use condoms during 
sex. I have the disease, but why infect him, right? 
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98 Sail 


I don’t do that sort of work anymore. Not at all. My friends 
do. I find customers for them and of course, I take my commission. 
And that is how I manage. 
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“What would you do if you were in my 
Situation?” 


Ram 
Age: 25 


I was born ina village on the outskirts of Kathmandu valley. 
When | was one year old, my father died. Soon after my mother 
had to come to Kathmandu because my father had borrowed three 
or four hundred rupees from an important man of the village and 
had been unable to pay back. So this man seized our home. I’m 
aware that my ancestral home is in that village, but I’ve never 
seen it. 

In Kathmandu, my mother became a street venuur. She sold 
things like cigarettes, matches and sweets for children. We rented 
a small room in Kalanki. I have two elder sisters and an elder 
brother. My oldest sister was already married, and after we arrived 
in Kathmandu, the other sister eloped with a boy from Baglung. 
My brother is married, has a daughter and works for a merchant. 

My mother sent me to school. When I was in class four or 
five, my mother suddenly fell sick. I left school to look after her 
as well as her vending shop. After all, we had to eat. But 
my mother died. I was perhaps twelve or thirteen years old 
at that time. 

After her death, I no longer had a permanent home. I started 
living on the streets. I washed dishes, worked in the fields, picked 


102 Ram 


plastic from open trash. When I didn’t find work, I didn’t eat and 
stayed at roadside shelters or slept out in the open. 

Because of the kind of people I meet, I also started to 
smoke and drink. This led me to try almost everything. 
What I am saying is that I was also using smack, 
phensedyl,' hashish, marijuana, etc. Since I didn’t have a job, I 
began to steal and pick pockets. After all, who will offer a job to 
the homeless”? 

I wanted to continue my schooling, of course, but one’s desire 
is not enough. If I had studied, I doubt I would be in this situation. 
I found jobs too, but unfortunately, I fell into drugs. And to feed 
my habit, I started selling drugs. If you have money, you can get 
as much drugs as you want. 

Since I was addicted to drugs, I made a connection with a 
drug lord. I sold drugs for him and he paid me 1n drugs for my 
personal use. In my life, I have sold and consumed brown sugar, 
heroin, smack, phensedyl, tidigesic, every one of them. 

Anyone can become addicted to drugs—trich, poor, adults, 
children. Everyone becomes equal when addicted. Sons of the 
rich are among those who buy drugs. When addicts are deprived 
of their drugs, they will grovel, beg and plead, do anything really, 
to get them. 

I worked for the drug dealer for a few years to support my 
habit. It’s no use asking who he is or where he lives. Besides, 
he’s left the drug business. He is from Jhonche* but I won't tell 
you his name. He built a big house, thanks to his drugs business. 
Later, I sold drugs myself. However, you could no longer 
get brown sugar or smack. So I got into dealing tidigesic. You 
inject this drug. 

I used to go to Bhairawa, cross the border into the Indian 
town of Nautanuwa where I would buy tidigesic. A two ml 


! Phensedyl is a codeine-derivative cough syrup. It is banned in Nepal. 
2 Jhonche is in the heart of Kathmandu that became notorious as “Freak 
Street” in the 1960s and 70s because it was where the hippies hung out. 
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ampoule of tidigesic used to cost around 15 Indian rupees.’ | 
would sell it in Kathmandu for a minimum of Rs. 100. On each 
trip, | would smuggle into Nepal about 100-150 bottles of t.d. 
The border police caught me three or four times, but if you give 
them 300-400 rupees, they will let you go. There is no need to be 
afraid of the police if you get arrested at the border. I can't 
remember how often I went into Nautanuwa to buy tidigesic. 

The drug smugglers on the Bhairawa-Kathmandu bus wrap 
up the tidigesic ampoules in a cloth and then put them inside a 
bag which is then kept on the roof of the bus with the rest of the 
heavy luggage. You never keep the bag of drugs with you in 
person. So even if the police find your bag of drugs among the 
other bags on the roof, they will not know whose bag it is. The 
drug smuggler also has an opportunity to run away if he thinks 
the police suspects him. The only reason I was caught by the 
police recently was because I made the mistake of keeping the 
drug-bag with me. I had never been caught on the bus before. 

I was dealing drugs until about six months ago. But because 
I had no permanent home and didn’t eat well, I fell sick. I was 
also doing a lot of drugs. When I had money, I used to take as 
many as ten tidigesic in one day. Thus, I was easily spending 
about three or four hundred rupees per day. When I fell sick, my 
stomach and chest would hurt. 

One day, I was with a friend in Pulchowk. He was high on 
drugs. A man who worked at the Freedom Center saw us and 
approached us. He told my friend to come to the Center the next 
day where he could be treated for his addiction. My friend did 
not go, but I had taken the Center’s address. I went and got 
admitted. While I was there, I became sick again. | had fever too, 
so I was taken to Patan hospital where I had my blood tested. 
The doctor then told me I had AIDS. He also counselled me about 
this illness. 

I did not do drugs when I was staying at the Freedom Center. 
At the Center, I began to learn about how one got AIDS. Before 


3 IIndian rupee = 1.60 Nepali rupee 
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that, | had no idea what AIDS was. You get infected through sexual 
contact or when you share needles with drug addicts. I did not 
get AIDS from sexual contact because I had sex perhaps three 
or four times with one woman only. And she was not that kind 
of a girl. In the beginning, I was very attracted to her, but now 
she has been married off to some other man. Lately, I have not 
even see her. 

When I was injecting tidigesic, we used to share needles 
among ourselves. When you didn’t have money to buy needles, 
you went to the hospital’s dustbin and pick up used and discarded 
needles. You “cleaned” them by spitting on them, and then used 
them to inject drugs. That is how I got AIDS. 

I’m told that there is no cure for AIDS, that no medicine 
exists. But the doctor told me that if I eat well, take care of my 
health and stay free from drugs, then I may live for another fifteen 
or sixteen years. [I am now 25 years old. The doctor showed me 
an athlete’s photograph. He said that the man played football, 
even though he had been infected with AIDS 18 years ago. But, 
the athlete is a foreigner. He has money. But how long will I 
live? Maybe five or six years. You have seen my condition. I 
have no food and I live on the streets. 

One day before the Dasain festival, the doctor had called 
me for an examination. I was still at the Freedom Center. Outside, 
everyone I saw had tika* on the forehead and a garland around 
the neck. I couldn’t hold myself any longer. | told a friend I would 
return in the evening and borrowed his new shoes and went to 
my mit ba’ to receive his blessings. His son then wore my friend’s 
new shoes and went to visit his in-laws, saying he would be back 
in the evening. But he did not return. Two, three days passed. | 
didn’t want to return to Freedom Center because I was afraid my 
friend would accuse me of having sold his new shoes. I haven’t 


* tika is a dab of red powder and a symbol of auspiciousness and blessing, it 
is placed on the forehead of a younger person by an older one. 

> mit ba - “mit” is a formal, ritualised friendship between two people; “ba” 
is father. Ram’s father’s “ritual friend.” 
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been back to Freedom Center since then. At least I had been able 
to stay there for a few months and had a place to sleep and eat. 
But now I’m back on the streets. 

The doctor had called me for a checkup. But my medical 
report was at the Center and I had no money. So I did not go to 
the hospital. Then I heard of Prerana and I started going here. 
Nowadays, I go there everyday. There are others who are like 
me. My advice to others is to give up drugs and friends who use 
them. 

Iam hopeful that something good will finally happen to me 
at Prerana. However, if I do not receive food, work, money or a 
place to sleep at this place too, then I may do something, 
anything.When I say “anything,” well, what more should I say. 
Let’s just say that it may be the last day of my life. When I first 
found out I had AIDS, I did consider taking an overdose of drugs 
and killing myself. 

I meet my older brother occasionally but we don’t really sit 
down and talk. Now, I have stopped going there. The other day, I 
went to my oldest sister’s home, but she said that the next day, 
there was going to be a religious ceremony and that it was not 
permitted for a member of her own family to be present at her 
home. I felt terribly hurt when she said that. I understood what 
she was really saying. She did not want me at her home. Look, 
when you have money, everyone in this world will love you. 
Alas, I have no money. 

I still have one wish, to see my other sister. I’m told she is in 
Baglung. However, you need money to get there. You have to 
come back too. So I need at least 3,000-4,000 rupees. I admitted 
my longing to a few people. They suggested that I go to India, 
smuggle tidigesic back into Nepal, sell and make money to go 
visit my sister. Tell me, what would you do if you were in my 
situation? I am not going to be involved in drugs anymore. I will 
never make this mistake. You must trust me. 

One day I rescued a young boy from the streets. His father 
too had died when he was a child and his mother had remarried. 
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Since he was constantly abused and beaten, he had fled to the 
streets. I remembered that I too had sought refuge in the streets 
at about the same age and I had gotten into drugs because of bad 
company. Over time, I had contracted AIDS. I decided that I was 
not going to let that young boy live the same wretched life I had 
led. I vowed that even if I myself had to go hungry or beg, I 
would first take care of the boy. 

I attempted to save one child from drug addiction and AIDS, 
but if people do not become aware and take measures against 
this illness, not just the poor and the homeless, but everyone will 
be affected by this disease. 
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“Now | don't need anyone else in my 
life anymore... 


Asha 
Age: 21 


My name is Asha, | am 21 years old. My family was 
originally from a village. My father died when I was very young. 
My mother remarried. Our family was very wealthy at one time, 
I’ve been told. But, apparently, my uncles squandered it all. 

I myself grew up in Kathmandu. I was unable to go to school 
when I was young, but later enrolled in an adult literacy program. 

My ex-husband was from Darjeeling. He first came to 
Kathmandu to work. He was my brother-in-law’s friend and he 
used to tease me a lot. I had heard that he loved to drink and go 
out with girls. But he changed when he met me. He seriously 
began to look for work. He used to come to our home often and 
would say, “Asha, I will marry you...” I thought he was just joking. 
But one day he forcibly took me to his place. He didn’t let me go 
home for two days, so I had to stay with him. Not that he did 
anything bad to me. When I finally managed to go home, my 
family thought I had eloped with him. 

My mother explained to me that it would now be better if in 
I remained with him since I was an unmarried girl and had spent 
two days with him already. I thought about it too and decided 
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that it was the best situation and went back to him. But I did not 
get involved with him in any [sexual] way. 

Thus, my days passed. He was trying very hard to find work 
and he loved me very much. I was touched by his resolve and 
attitude to lead a better life. So my heart melted too. We got 
married and had been living together for about six months when 
he fell sick. He did not receive very good medical attention, so 
he went back to his village, where he found out that he had 
tuberculosis. He remained there to get medical treatment while I 
was in Kathmandu. 

I discovered only later that he took drugs. But when we 
were together, he wasn’t like that. He always told me the truth, I 
think. I did know that he had been with many women before, 
sometimes three in one day, when he used to live in Darjeeling. 

He came back to Kathmandu after he was cured and started 
working, but he didn’t have much strength. So, within months, 
he fell sick again. He was tested everywhere but it was at the B.P. 
Memorial Foundation that he was told he had acquired HIV. They 
also asked me to have my blood tested. I refused. 

My husband almost went mad. He said, “I’m going to hang 
myself and die. Asha, you do whatever you want.” He could no 
longer bear to live in Kathmandu. So he went back to his village. 
There, he fell ill and died. 

I didn’t know what to do, so I went to live with my mother. 
I started working wherever I could. Sometime later, I went back 
to the B.P. Foundation where Dr. Bhadra started counselling’ me. 
He helped me alot. With his support and encouragement, the three 
of us—Sharan, Kopila, and I—started Prerana about eight years 
ago. Kopila, sadly, died of AIDS just a few months ago. 

I had my blood tested and it turned out to be positive. I 
suspected as much, but when I actually read the report, I became 
very depressed. Ever since, I have been devoting my time and 
effort to Prerana. 


‘ Words in italics spoken in English 


I am now married to Sharan (see Sharan’s story on page 
74] He has been looking out for me from the very beginning. 
When we first met, I did not have any plans to marry him. 
In those days, he was always high and drunk. I used to tell 
him not to do those things. Slowly, we began to talk to each 
other, shared our stories and fell in love. We are the first 
Nepali couple with AIDS to get married. Now, I do not need anyone 
else in my life anymore. 


110 Asha 


PRERANA 

Prerana (which means inspiration) is an 
organisation of people living with HIV in Nepal. It 
was set up in 1996, and its guiding philosophy has 
been that positive people can continue to play a 
useful role in society. People with HIV need care 
and compassion, not stigmatisation and 
discrimination. 


Prerana offers counselling to people with HIV and 
their families, helps with blood tests, and holds 
regular meetings where people with HIV can share 
experiences and learn to cope. 


Prerana was set up jointly by the BP Memorial 
Health Foundation, Women's Inspiration 
Community (WICOM) and Life-Saving and Life- 
Giving Society (LALS). 


FREEDOM CENTRE 

The Freedom Centre was set up in 1976 by the St 
Xaviers Social Service Centre and Fr Thomas E 
Gafney to care for, treat and rehabilitate young 
Nepalis addicts to drugs. Since then, the Centre has 
rehabilitated more than 9,000 people. Some have 
stayed up to two years at the Centre to kick their 
habit and to enforce their intellectual and spiritual 
capacity to fight addiction. 


The Centre also looks after people who have 
contracted HIV because of injecting drug use. After 
Fr Gafney was murdered in 1998, the Centre is run 
by Fr William Robins and Rajendra Shrestha. 


